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Knights of Alchemy 


Chapter Ten: Things Best Left Unread 


Somehow, Cata had expected something else from 
a dragon. This creature was a reptile, and wings, and 
generally nasty-looking, but its body wasn't too much bigger 
than Zak, its white scales didn't look too much like a 
monstrosity of the underworld, and its eyes glowed with 
something that wasn't quite hellfire. Heckfire, perhaps. 


The Sky Dragon may have realised that it wasn't 
all that shocking to look at. Over the many generations, it 
had developed a certain understanding of the way prey 
looked upon it, and some deeply ingrained instinct told it 
that screaming food tasted better. 


Well, it ís a monster. 


Lacking size or a terrible appearance, the dragons 
had instead put all their effort into a few tricks that could, 
on occasion, scare food into submission. It tried one now, 
leaving a space for a really awful 'shocking' pun by loosing a 
forked lance of violet lightning from its mouth. The blast 
superheated everything it touched, turning a patch of grass 
into ash and blowing apart the ground underneath. 


As it swept over them again, flattening the grass 
with the wind of its flight, the dragon gained a great deal 
more ground toward 'terrifying' with a scream that Cata 
expected to blast her ears off and set her bones on fire. 


Howl and Zak seemed the worst affected, staggering under 
the sonic assault, but before it could strike at either of them, 
an arrow whipped across the Sky Dragon's path. Lynn's shot 
was deflected by the plates around its neck, but the threat 
gave the Knights a much-needed moment to recover. 


"You know what this is?" Cata demanded, drawing 
her Lemurian-crafted sword. She realised as she did so that 
this was really the first time it would be tested against 
anything other than the less-than-amazing weapons wielded 
by the Alhafran guards. 


"Sky Dragons are the most dangerous creatures on 
this side of Weyard," Lynn replied. "Fortunately, they aren't 
common in the wild, they prefer to live in underground lairs 
in hard-to-reach places." 


"That's great!" shouted Elys, sarcastically. "Do the 
Contigans have any words of wisdom for what to do when 
they actually find you?" 


"Of course," Lynn shot back, frowning. "I was out 
hunting for one when I had the fantastic luck to run into you 
people." 


The Sky Dragon chose that moment to sweep 
another Storm Breath through their group. Padriac failed to 
dodge this second assault, and was sent sprawling with 
violet electricity crackling around him. 


“What did you do wrong?" asked Zak, bewildered, 
but when the Sky Dragon circled around toward them again, 
he kept his focus, slamming a hoof into the ground. They 
were already on a slope, and when Zak shouted "Ridge!" the 
earth broke. The ground tilted until it had opened like a 
trapdoor in the hill, forming a slanted wall and creating a 
helpful shelter again the next blast of lightning. 


"It wasn't punishment, it was a privilege!" Lynn 
insisted. 


"You Contigans must believe in a really great 
afterlife," said Zak. 


Cian joined them in the lee of Zak's makeshift wall, 
and he was soon followed by Howl and Meg, supporting 
Padriac. Lynn bit her lip at the sight of the shocked captain, 
and set to work healing him. The others gathered closer 
together, wondering how long the protection would be 
useful. 


"Any ideas?" asked Cata. 


"Oh yes," said Howl, his eyes closed, listening 
carefully. "It thinks we've disappeared. | don't think it quite 
understands what Zak just did- nice trick, horseboy." 


“Thanks, pup." 


"So what are you-" Cian began, but Howl had heard 
what he was waiting for and started to move. He boosted 
himself up and above Zak, scaling the ridge and leaping up 
just as the Sky Dragon flew over them, just low enough for 
his claws to find purchase on its scaly hide. 


The lycanthrope moved quickly, as though gravity 
were a luxury he had decided to do without for the moment, 
and bit down as hard as he could on the dragon's neck. A 
wolf's jaw muscles were more than a match for the neck of 
any kind of prey in the world, but Sky Dragons aren't prey 
after the age of approximately three hours. 


"Ouch!" Howl yelped, recoiling from the iron-hard 
neck scales he had just tried to bite through. There were a 
few moments of frenzied growling, interspersed with yips 


and a few truly vicious human curses, all muffled by Howl's 

hand holding his injured mouth. The Sky Dragon rolled and 
Howl dropped, but his fall was cushioned by Cian's arms. "It 
works on everything else," he insisted, standing up. 


“| have this great idea," said Zephyr, brightly. 
"What?" asked Cata. 


"Use the Djinn for once in your lives!" the Jupiter 
Djinni screamed. 


Cata and Meg looked at each other. "Y'know, she 
could be right," said Cata. 


"I'm inclined to agree," said Meg. 
"Sure," said Elys. "Just get met one!" 


"Sky Dragon," said Cata, thoughtfully, ignoring her 
friend's continuing protests. 


"Jupiter aligned for sure. Especially out here, with 
the Jupiter Clan," Cian decided. 


"So we hit it with Venus Psynergy?" said Meg. 


"Hit it with whatever you can, | think, but Venus is 
going to be what wins this one," said Cata. The dragon was 
still wary after being ambushed last time, but was daring to 
come at them again now, this time from the unprotected 
side. 


Meg and Cian dashed ahead to meet it, expecting 
it to fly low again, but it had decided that the strange furry 
thing probably couldn't jump fifty feet, and so soared up out 


of reach. Elys fired Prism Psynergy at it in a high arc, but the 
giant ice block fell quite short 


"Planet Diver!" Meg shouted, jumping an 
incredible height like a meteorite in reverse, glowing red 
with an aura of Mars Psynergy. The Sky Dragon was losing 
height quickly in its efforts to hold steady, and Meg just 
managed to reach it at the top of her arc. The two crashed 
back down to the ground and burst apart, sending bright 
Sparks up in a cloud. 


"It's about time | did something," Cian muttered to 
himself, and charged the dragon before it could take flight 
again. His sabre danced across its scales like a bladed 
rainstorm, chipping relentlessly, but could never seem to 
pierce them. The dragon flapped twice, lifting off. "Froth!" 
A volley of watery globes burst from Cian's hand, and they 
struck like exploding whirlpools. 


The Sky Dragon wasn't hurt by his blast, but the 
sheer force did send it tumbling back down to the ground, 
this time ready for battle and so angry at the pesky blue- 
haired one that it forgot all about that nasty furry thing. The 
nasty furry thing, who preferred 'Howl’, or even ‘aiee, get it 
away’, hadn't forgotten about him, but an unthinking swing 
of the dragon's tail sent him rolling in the dust. 


"I'd really enjoy some backup!" Cian called, now 
forced onto the defensive. The Sky Dragon's claws had 
already ripped at his Lemurian adventuring clothes, but the 
fencing style that was common on that island was made for 
simultaneous attack and defence, so he hadn't been badly 
cut into yet. 


"I'm here already," said Meg, and a flaming sword 
stabbed out over his shoulder, scorching the Sky Dragon's 


reaching claw. "That Planet Diver wasn't my most brilliant 
work." 


Now facing two options for a snack, the Sky Dragon 
was torn between going for the easier one and leaving the 
rest alone, or trying for the nasty fire-toothed one. If it 
succeeded in killing her, then all the rest would be much 
easier, especially the horse that wasn't daring to come near. 


It bashed Cian to the side with a wing and moved 
to savage Meg. Elys had other ideas. 


"Ice Horn!" Her Psynergy struck the Sky Dragon 
from the side, chilling it and finding the occasional gap 
between damaged scales. The dragon screeched again, 
turning to blast Elys into oblivion, spreading its wings wide- 
and suddenly the idea of 'tricked' entered its predatory 
mind. 


After a few minutes of Lynn's considerable powers 
of treatment, Padriac had decided that his preferred combat 
tactic -'if it moves, hit it again'- lacked the sort of impression 
he needed to make. He intended to make an impression 
right through those scales and out the other side. 


"Stone Justice!" The ground around him shattered 
and rose, spinning in the air. Padriac raised his arm toward 
the dragon, pointed, and his rock storm lashed its vulnerable 
underside and wings. Scales were chipped and broken, but 
the Venus Psynergy wasn't as devastating as he had 
expected. 


"Oh, honestly!" said Lynn, exasperated. She had 
just finished fixing Padriac up under Zak's shelter to watch 
him go and put himself into another perilous position. Lynn 
hated to see good work get injured again, and killed was 


right out of the question. "Sky Dragons resist Venus power, 
they're weak to Jupiter! Unleash Gale!" 


At the healer's call, Gale flew into being and 
released a powerful windstream that was luminous with 
purple-glowing Psynergy. Her attack smashed into the 
dragon, sending it into a tumbling, bouncing fall before the 
air currents converged and the dragon vanished in a swirl of 


grey. 


There was a moment's wonderment at Gale's 
display of power before the Djinn started in on the Knights, 
too. The humans (and horse, and part-humans) were 
breathing hard, but Djinn don't breathe, which frees up a lot 
of their time for nagging. 


"Weak to Jupiter?" demanded Squall. "Meg, you 
and | could have taken that thing!" 


"| told you," said Zephyr, shaking her head at 
Cata. "Use the Djinn. But no, you have to do things the hard 
way." 


“Let's not let them get any further ahead! The 
Tomegathericon is still to the northwest!" said Spring, 
carefully tuning his Psynergy-sense to the unique rhythm of 
the dark book. 


Cata looked at Elys, disbelief at the Djinn on both 
their faces. "You know, not having a Djinni isn't necessarily 
a bad thing," said Cata. 


When they finally saw Tolbi, City of Invention, 
appear on the horizon, most of the Knights were about ready 
to collapse on the spot. The only ones who hadn't noticed 
the passing miles were Zak, Howl, and Meg, which Cian 


decided probably had to do with none of them quite being 
human. 


"What are you smirking about?" asked Meg, half 
frowning. 


"Oh, nothing,” the Lemurian replied. 


"Do we really have to walk the rest of the way 
there tonight?" asked Elys. "I'm beat." 


"It's that or wait out here to see how far Sky 
Dragon territory reaches," Meg pointed out. 


“Come on, no time to lose!" said Zak. "Elys, hop 
up. Or hold still, I'll do another earth-shifting thing so you 
can just fall over my back. Whatever, let's just get inside 
some walls!" 


"What do you think?" Howl asked Cata, who was, 
he supposed, technically the leader. 


"I think we should probably listen to Zak or risk 
losing most of our carrying capacity. And do you really want 
to have to carry your own provisions?" she asked him. It was 
meant to be rhetorical, but then, she was talking toa 
werewolf. 


"Well, actually, | find they usually carry themselves 
until they're needed, though it can be difficult to find them 
when they're... needed..." Howl noticed that he had 
suddenly become the centre of attention, in as much as 
blank stares and the occasional open jaw can be called 
‘attention’. He was guessing, however, in the case of Zak, 
who was about halfway to Tolbi and accelerating, with Elys 
on his back. 


Eventually the Knights caught up at the edges of 
the city, just as the sun vanished under the horizon. Zak 
insisted on an inn with a thick-walled stable that had stone 
foundations, which was fortunately not too expensive for the 
human (or mostly human) members of the party. Padriac 
insisted on trying to get into a fight in the pub on the main 
floor, but after pulling him off the sixth man to ‘deliberately 
provoke me by saying he didn't want to fight', Cian locked 
him in his room. 


When they woke the next morning, Tolbi had 
changed. Instead of a city, Cata opened the inn's door to 
encounter chaos with buildings in. She shut it again quickly. 

"I think someone heard about Howl," she told the others, 
looking like she was holding back a flood. 


The others all turned their gazes on the 
lycanthrope, who had his hood pulled low. "Well, | was on 
the roof last night, but it's not like | was... howling... or 
stealing chickens again or something." 


This didn't change much in the way his 
companions were watching him. 


"Oh, come on, it's true," said Meg, annoyed. "I was 
up there with him. I'm still not really used to staying up all 
day and sleeping at night." 


"And that's the only reason, is it?" 
"Cian, don't make me feed you your boots." 


"Ye're blockin' the door, lass! Get outta my way or 
I'll have te be breakin’ the wall, an' innkeepers can get 
mighty pushy about payin' fer repairs!" The Adepts turned 
to see where this rumbling was coming from, and eventually 


found its source slightly closer to the ground than they 
expected. 


"Who's the short guy?" Elys whispered to Cian. 


"Actually, he's relatively tall. That's a dwarf," Cian 
replied, trying as hard as possible to look like he wasn't 
talking. Dwarves, however, have inhuman hearing (what 
else do you expect from nonhumans?) when it comes to 
people talking about their height. This one, who either had 
thick brown hair or a badger strapped to his head -which 
was admittedly just under four feet off the ground- gave 
them a glare to rust iron. 


"A dwarf," he repeated. "That's true enough. An' | 
notice the lot o' ye are humans, but ye dinnae see me 
hangin around here an' saying-" and suddenly the dwarf's 
voice became the pinnacle of refined human noble twit-ness 
“my goodness me, what a positive gaggle of tall fellows. | 
say, that one has blue hair." 


“Well, | am Lemurian. | suppose that still counts as 
human, but it's a sort of... different..." Cian decided, after 
seeing the looks he was now getting from the dwarf and all 
his friends, that this would be a good time to stop trying to 
help. 


"Also, I'm not-" Howl began, but Meg silenced him 
with indifferent efficiency. 


"Sorry," said Cata, "it's just that Elys and | have 
never met a dwarf before." 


"Really?" asked Padriac, who glared at the dwarf 
every few moments. "Well let me te// you about them, then. 
They're a particular type of blustering hard-headed miners 
who couldn't care less about anything that isn't rocks, make 


positively awfu/ conversationalists, and have the general 
personability of a p/rate." 


The Knights took faster stock of the situation than 
a compulsive quartermaster-savant and dove to the sides, 
though Cata suspected Meg could have been fast enough to 
boil some water on the now flame-red dwarf before he let 
loose a famous dwarven war cry ("AHHHRGH!", which 
translates roughly to 'ahrgh') and body-checked Padriac. 


However, the captain was the only one who hadn't 
moved, and he took the flying tackle with ease. The next 
few minutes were mostly made up of thumping, shouting, 
and the occasional cough as a particularly solid blow met its 
target. The best thing you could say about them was that it 
was the most civilised brawl of all time, with no furniture 
broken, and at one point Elys could have sworn the dwarf 
sidestepped to keep from dropping Padriac onto an ornate 
side table. 


"Hah!" Padriac laughed at last, dropping into a 
sitting position against the wall. "No one fights like a dwarf. 
'S been fartoo long since | sparred with one of your people." 


"Ye're a fair walloper yerself!" the dwarf admitted, 
dropping (a rather shorter distance) beside him. "Anda 
hard headed one, too!" he added, rubbing his forehead. 


"Father's side," Padriac explained, in his over- 
exaggerated, slightly slurred way. Cata was starting to 
notice that he slipped to this one, the more piratical, from 
his usual refined captain-speech when he was feeling 
relaxed. "In fact," he went on, screwing up his brow in 
thought, "I think one of my great-great grandmothers 
might've been a dwarf." 


"Really?" said the dwarf. They looked each other, 
noting the difference in heights. 


"Great-great-great," Padriac amended. He noticed, 
looking rather owlish (or so they say, though Cata never 
really understood why ‘owlish' described someone who was 
looking at something nearby as though it were a mile off) 
that the other Knights were still mostly keeping their 
distance. "Come on, then," he called, standing up. 


"What are the chances of my being used as a blunt 
instrument if | show my face?" asked Lynn. 


"Low," said Padriac. “Dagna is as fine a dwarf as 
I've yet met, and not going to bite." 


“Not without fair warnin'," the dwarf, whose name 
was apparently Dagna, added, and Padriac nodded in 
serious agreement. 


"Well... good, then," said Cata, slowly. "I'm Cata." 
The others gave their names, and Howl was quite surprised 
when Dagna sniffed slightly as the lycanthrope spoke 
(taking care to keep his hood up) and then muttered about 
the places wolfmen got themselves into these days. 


"An' ye've left a few out, | can tell," Dagna 
rumbled. "Well, I'll be the first ter start, since 'm not the 
type ter ask others te do what | wouldna do meself. This's 
Geode, an' he's been me friend since before the lot o' yer 
were born. ...Maybe not yon blue-haired fellow." As Dagna 
spoke, spring-green lights resolved into the shape of a 
brown creature that had to be a Djinni, and Venus-aligned at 
that. 


"Geode!" shouted a voice. 


The Venus Djinni closed his eyes for a moment, 
then opened them in horror. "I Know that one..." The inn's 
front door swung open after a bit of Zak's convincing, anda 
Mars Djinni bounded inside gleefully. "Oh no... Coal..." 


“Geode! | haven't seen you in ages! How've you 
been?" asked Coal. 


“Suspiciously well, until very recently. | should 
have expected this," Geode muttered. 


"What, did you catch a cold?" 


Geode eyed the Djinni, who looked like a fire with 
eyes and feet. "Quite the opposite, actually." 


"What, a fever? Hey, Fever's here too, didja 
know?" 


"Fever?" At this, Geode actually sounded less like 
he had been sentenced to a life aboveground. Slowly the 
Djinni scanned the room, stopping on each of the Knights in 
turn. "Hey, you a// have Djinn. Well, except for her." 


“Don't remind me," Elys said, a bit bitterly. 


“Two Jupiter, two Mars, two Mercury... somehow I'm 
not surprised," said Geode. 


"A' right, a' right, are ye gonna be getting’ out o' 
me way 'r what?" asked Dagna, waving for the Knights to get 
away from the door. "That Card's me own, an! I'm not 
thinking fer lettin' anybody else get their hands on what's 
belonging to meself!" 


"Uh... Padriac, do you think you could manage to 
finesse out of him what the devil he's ranting about?" asked 


Cata, quietly. 


Dwarves have excellent hearing. "'M rantin' about 
Colosso, lass, an' ye're in me way, meanin' I'm not setting up 
me contrapumulation, meanin' I'm not entered in yon 
contest, meanin' someone else is gonna get me Mysterious 
Card!" At this, Dagna took off toward the wall, with the 
apparent intent of muscling his way through, and it was 
clear that granite would have been persuaded to let him 
through. Elys jumped away from the door, and with a nudge 
from Howl's powerful arm, the door was merely smashed 
open at half the speed of light, rather than the wall being 
destroyed. 


"Colosso," said Cian, as though ballistic dwarves 
weren't even worth noting. "I remember hearing about it 
when I was in Tolbi one time. I've never seen it, but 
apparently it's some kind of inventor's tournament." 


"Great, great, but we can't stay," said Elys. "The 
Tomegathericon's nearby, we have to keep moving." 


"Actually..." Spring admitted as he appeared on 
Cian's head, "I'm sort of... lost." 


"What do you mean? We're in Tolbi. Everyone 
knows Tolbi, don't they?" asked Lynn. 


"Uh... no?" suggested Elys. 


"I know where I am," Spring went on irritably. "I 
just don't know where everything else is. Can't you feel the 
turmoil? There have to be hundreds of Adepts in this city, 
and of all the alignments... | can't place Hail, let alone 
something as powerfully chaotic as the Tomegathericon." 


“Hundreds of Adepts," Howl repeated, thoughtfully. 


"It could just be me..." Padriac began. 


"But this place sounds like the perfect hiding spot 
for a couple of Venus Adepts who don't want to be noticed," 
the lycanthrope finished. "Even someone in shadow mail 
like Dullahan." 


“Even people who've never heard of Tolbi know 
who Dullahan is," Meg insisted. "/know who Dullahan is. Or 
maybe ‘are’. There's more than one, right?" 

“There's a Dullahan for every generation. When 
the old one is too old, or weakened, he finds a new person to 
wear the armor. Who knows what their purpose is. But 
there's always a Dullahan," said Lynn. "They say one of 
them battled with the people of Anemos in ancient times." 


"And got royally smoten," Gale added in a satisfied 
tone. 


"The monarch fought him?" Howl suggested. 


“The smiting happened after a few dozen of the 
finest Jupiter Adepts had been killed in battle, of course," 
Lynn pointed out, wisely suspecting that smug Djinn could 
only be worse than the normal kind. 


"All right, if we know they're hiding in Tolbi 
somewhere, and all the Adepts are probably gathering for 
Colosso, then let's get looking!" Cata declared. "Where's my 
sword?" 


"This is madness." 
"It is our only chance." 


"| didn't say it wasn't." 


“Dullahan, you're a waste of plate mail." 


“The fact that | didn't say it wasn't doesn't mean | 
don't think it isn't." 


"Try to confuse me all you want. Unfortunately, I'm 
brighter than you. Bright enough to know that there's more 
than one way to harness unholy power." 


"What, you study this in your spare time?" 
"I'm just creative." 


“Well, that's more likely than Lemuria's libraries 
containing anything like Ungodly Power and You: Controlling 
the Awesome Destructive Forces of the Damned." 


"Very funny. Just... drop something heavy on it 
and run if this goes wrong." 


"If it goes wrong, he's not going to be happy." 
"If it goes wrong, we'll be dead. No fear of torture." 
"I'm more enthusiastic already." 


Some miles to the south, Rish was certain she had 
lost the trail of whoever those Druj had been protecting. 
They had been hard to follow to begin with, and while the 
other Adepts had been easier to follow, they had entered 
Contigo, and she was not fool enough to enter that place 
uninvited. 


"This is hopeless," she stated aloud. 


“You know what I think when you say that," one of 
her companions stated reproachfully. 


"Yes, yes. But then, you don't have the same 
concerns | do. Nor the same perspective." 


“Not much we can do about the second part," her 
other friend remarked, just loudly enough to be heard. 
“You're about six times his height." 


"| do, however, have more experience, and I've 
never seen anything good come of losing all hope," said the 
first, pointedly ignoring any other comments. 


"You can be so difficult, Sera-" Rish began, and 
then a sensation rolled across her mind like a liquid 
shockwave. "North!" 


“Tolbi. Should have guessed." 


“Don't bother with guessing! We might not have 
much time!" 


Colosso was a riot. The stands were full with 
onlookers, nearly all of whom were Adepts, and in the middle 
of the vast ring of seats, there was a sea of people that only 
broke to allow space for a variety of devices that could have 
been created by tying a windmill to a giant's two-in-one 
garlic crusher / pasta friller and half-melting a few of the less 
interesting bits. 


"This could be slightly harder than we expected," 
Cian admitted. 


"No one bothered asking me," Zak grumbled. 


"They never ask us helpful types," Coal agreed, 
glaring at the others from his place on Zak's head. 


"Oh, get out of sight! We don't want to get 
mobbed!" Lynn told the Djinni, waving him away. 


"No one even remotely sane would mob a Mars 
Djinni," Padriac remarked. 


“These are Adepts. Creative ones, too, considering 
these thing's they've built," the Jupiter healer explained as 
they passed something that had mostly been covered with 
netting. "Any Djinni, even a psychotic one, would draw 
more attention than we want if we're trying to find Jastyx 
and Dullahan." 


"Saying their names probably isn't a great idea 
either," Cian remarked. 


"Very well. Where shall we begin our search for 
these particular August Personages, good sir?" asked Elys. 
Cian sighed deeply and started examining a large pulley 
that appeared to start with the bungee-jumping principal, 
upside down. 


"Ye didnae tell me ye'd be here too! | hope fer yer 
own sake that ye're no' in the competition!" Dagna rumbled, 
parting the crowd by sheer stubbornness and approaching 
the Knights. “C'm'ere, ye've got ter see the winnin' device 
before any o' this lot get their hands on it." 


Following Dagna, since there seemed no other way 
out, they found themselves in front of a massive structure of 
wooden beams and more gears than anything except 
possibly an Elemental Spirit's watch could possibly need. 
“And this does what?" 


“Mostly it's supposed ter trip up yon testers. The 
ruler o' Tolbi picks a few Champions every year ter decide 
which one o' the inventors wins the prize. All we ‘ave ter 


think about is the best ways o' buildin’ a sort o' obstacle 
course that e'en a Champion cannae get across. There're 
teams, too, but I'm more of a virtuoso constructor." 


"And destructor," Padriac remarked. "Are those 
powder charges?" 


"Aye, aye. Ye see, yer twit Champion comes up 
there, has ter roll across the water on logs while avoidin' the 
fallin' sodium bags, and if 'e hasnae pulled the right 
sequence o' chains on the trip over, or if 'e steps with the 
left foot instead o' the right foot on the platform, or if 'e hits 
one 'o the fake steps -ye'll notice the fake steps on yon 
staircase switch every couple o' seconds, the clockwork fer 
that took weeks- then the charges go off an we're all really 
happy that there's lots o' water in the pool." 


"Jupiter preserve me from the creative people," 
Cata remarked. 


Meg dropped down from somewhere in the 
machinery. "Not bad," she decided. "But that clockwork's a 
bit rusty. | had to practically stomp on one of those steps 
before it gave way." 


"Ye did what?" asked Dagna, bewildered. 


"Oh, that's just Meg. She's about as far from 
normal as you can get." 


"Uh... Howl?" 
"Yas?" 


"Never mind." 


Jastyx placed the Tomegathericon on the ground 
reverently. At least, it looked like reverently, but was 
suspiciously similar to ‘rigid with terror’. "We're clear on 
this, right?" she asked. 


"Yes, yes." 

"| do this, you just kill anyone who tries to stop us." 
"I've got it." 

"And you don't look at any of the pages." 

"No." 

“Nor any words." 

"I've got the idea." 


“Not even a ‘single glance at a syllable or two that 
couldn't possibly hurt'." 


"Mm-hmm." 


"The illustrations are even /ess safe, if that's 
possible." 


“Can you get on with it?" 
"Blindfold yourself first." 
"I thought | was guarding you." 
"| thought you were a warrior." 


“That's low.” Dullahan sighed, forced to back down 
to prove his skill, and tied a bolt of violet-grey silk around 
his eyes. Jastyx closed hers, trusting common sense to keep 


those lids shut, and opened the black book to a random 
page. 


"We are in danger," the Venus Adept intoned. "We 
are trapped, and we carry you to one who will bring forth 
your power as it has never been seen before. We are not 
capable of channelling you, but we have need of that same 
power. Help us, that we might aid you." 


Through her closed eyes Jastyx saw the glow, and 
wheezing, scratching words flowed from the pages. It was 
like listening to an entire chorus speak a sentence in a 
second by having each person recite a different word. The 
Tomegathericon might have said "/ do not afd, but I shall 
bring to you beneficent destruction." 


"I suppose that'll have to do," she muttered. The 
pages were flipping back and forth on their own, and a 
strange humming was growing in her ears. 


"Better than being incinerated," Dullahan said, 
staring blindly at the world, but now very thankful for the 
blindfold. 


"We can only hope," she replied. His grip on his 
sword tightened rather a lot. 


"So, once these Champions get blown to Contigo, 
the prize'll be mine, an' this year I've heard it's a Mysterious 
Card. Nae a soul left in the world knows where those came 
from, and there are nae many left," said Dagna. Cata 
suspected that he could have kept talking for hours, but she 
had been left behind somewhere around the idea of sodium 
bags, and so was almost grateful for what happened next. 


The key word there is definitely ‘almost’. 


*Chapter 11*: Once and Never Again 


Knights of Alchemy 


Chapter Eleven: Once and Never Again 


Cata was sceptically looking over Dagna's device. 
The sodium, she had been told, was a type of mineral that 
burst into flames on contact with water. Her views on this 
could best be described as mixed. On the one hand, it 
seemed sort of right that something didn't just get damp 
when soaked, or else the world would be too boring. On the 
other hand, she was also making a note never to swim after 
eating salty food. 


“That sodium are just what I've been needin' these 
past years, somethin' that nae a one o' the competition's 
ever thought ter use, somethin' that requires a real creative 
mind -'ere, hold this bit fer me while | tighten the screws 'r 
the crowd's goin' ter be feelin’ a refreshing breeze in bits 
that shouldna see daylight about thirty seconds after | flip 
yon switch- an' ye'll see that no' a one has got e'en half as 
complicated a design as meself-" 


Her thoughtful mood, already under assault by a 
talkative dwarf who was clambering around in a maze of 
axles and wheels all designed to do some really unpleasant 
things to people who were off their guard, was obliterated 
like an icicle in a fire dragon's mouth. 


It was afterwards that Cata understood the 
significance of what happened. A great block of granite 
struck the ground beside her, digging in deeply and 


spraying dirt in all directions, and then the shockwave rolled 
over them from the blast that had just torn through the 
palace wall. Where a strong granite face had once extended 
the ruler's palace into the coliseum, there was smoke, fire, 
and a serious absence of stone. 


That was because it had been blown apart, some of 
it at supersonic speeds, and was now digging into the crowd 
like a meteor shower that hadn't bothered to burn up in the 
atmosphere. Things would have been bad, except that most 
of the gathered spectators and competitors were Adepts. As 
it was, they started off well and then went very bad. 


The first few seconds were pure chaos, and with so 
many people gathered, it was inevitable that many of them 
were struck by wreckage, but most every Mars Adept in the 
blast radius had soon shouted "Protect!" or whatever version 
of that Psynergy they had available. The rest of the debris 
that fell ended up being deflected off a dozen overlapping 
Psynergy shields until it crashed down at the very edges of 
the crowd. 


"What do you suppose are the chances that the 
crowd's going to be rational about this and leave us 
behind?" asked Cian. 


“You want to stay here?!" Howl blurted. "Did you 
get clipped by one of those rocks?" 


"This is obviously Jastyx and Dullahan's work," 
Cian countered. 


"Obviously," Meg agreed, but didn't get the chance 
to see if anyone noticed her ironic tone. A line of flames 
rolled across the ground like a trickling stream, splitting the 
group and slithering on into the crowd, leaving a firewall in 
its path. 


"Something's strange about this," said Elys, slowly. 


Cata took a breath, trying to gather as much 
sarcasm as possible before unleashing it on her friend and 
getting down to work, but Lynn cut her off. "You don't mean 
the obvious stuff, do you?" asked the Jupiter healer. 
"Something more subtle?" 


Elys nodded. "And it's got to do with that fire." 


"Well, I've never seen fire flow before," Cata 
admitted. "But hey, Psynergy is Psynergy." 


“Jastyx and Dullahan are both Venus Adepts," Zak 
pointed out, wishing he hadn't. 


"Okay, I'm starting to see your point. So what?" 
"Also, stone doesn't burn," said Lynn. 
“Can | ask 'so what' again?" Cata inquired. 


"Well... that fire's getting bigger," Lynn explained, 
pointing to the blazing palace walls. 


"Why aren't these people leaving? There's been 
an explosion and there's a rush to get closer?" 


"Meg, these are Adepts," said Cian. "A lot of them 
are just as... nearly as stubborn as you. Even the inventors." 


"On that particular topic, where's our dwarvish 
friend?" asked Padriac. 


“Probably in the chaos, looking for someone to be 
affronted by. Dwarves can get into the spirit of disasters, but 
they just don't have the same perspectives," Cian remarked, 


leading the way through the crowd, hoping more for a bit of 
clear space than to find Dagna. 


“We're never going to find them in this sort of 
mayhem," Meg stated, angrily. 


"That's their idea, | think. So we have to see that it 
doesn't work. What's the best thing to do when you've got a 
covering distraction?" asked the Lemurian. 


"Escape?" Howl suggested. "I've had some good 
escapes." 


"No," Padriac realised. "No, the dangerous thing is 
escape. The tricky one, type of thing you get with your real 
pirate types, is to stay right where you are when everyone 
expects you to escape." 


"You think this is like those Psynergy auras she 
could see in Contigo?" asked Cata, a few steps away from 
Elys. It wasn't hard to slip aside; Elys seemed to be half in 
another world at the moment. 


"Exactly like that. Only not." 


"When I do create an entrance test for the 
Knights of Alchemy, you're going to take it every morning 
for a month." 


"I'm doing my best, but | don't really understand 
either. Elys has gifts with Psynergy that no one her age 
should even know about, that much is clear. If she says 
there's something weird about the fire, | believe it." 


"What do we do?" 


“Look out," Elys stated conversationally. Lynn 
grabbed Cata by the arm and dropped to the ground as a 
gout of flames burst out of the still-raging fire and over their 
heads. 


"| believe it too," Cata decided, feeling rather 
singed. 


“It's not really working..." Dullahan said, doing his 
best not to sound worried. 


"We need more," Jastyx told the Tomegathericon. 


Its pages flipped and released another blast of 
wheezing words all at once, that constructed themselves in 
Jastyx's mind as "You need more? You do not demand of 
me!" 


"We ask only in your interest!" Jastyx insisted 
hurriedly. If the Tomegathericon wanted them dead, she was 
all too certain they would never even find out. 


It was silent for a long time. Then another salvo of 
words: "So be it. You shall have more." 


The lines of fire that had been looping through the 
crowd turned as one and raced back into the flames and 
stone. When they connected, in the centre of the blaze, 
another shockwave rolled out, though there had been no 
explosion. This one had an attitude, as well- it pushed every 
Adept in the crowd backwards as solidly as an expanding 
wall, until a circle of a hundred feet was bare to the ground 
around the broken palace. 


The smoke had been billowing up and out into a 
vast black pillar, but it sucked back together now, 
condensing into a shape as though filling a mold. When it 


was as Opaque and black as it could get, the shape took a 
step forward, and a great beast shook the ash from its hide. 


A round of swearing rolled through some of the 
crowd like a profane choir, but the few historically well-read 
Adepts were beyond words. Howl was in neither group. 


“What the hell's that?" he demanded. 
"Chimaera," Cian gasped eventually. 

"Oh. That's not so bad. I've heard of chimeras." 
"No. Chimaera. It's important." 

"How?" 


"Chimeras are a seriously diluted and cut-down 
version of an ancient and original monstrosity of darkness 
and flames." 


"And chimaeras?" 
"You have to ask?" 
"I was hopeful." 


It could have been worse, though, and because the 
Tomegathericon is not the type of literature to assert 
something without evidence, it went on to prove how much 
worse. The smoke was now gone completely, was not even 
rising from the flames, but those flames weren't done, 
either. They lifted off the ground and swirled together into a 
single point that rivalled the sun for brightness. 


The biggest difference was that if the sun ever 
exploded, it probably wouldn't form wings and shape itself 
into a phoenix. 


"That is so-" Elys began, and then collapsed. 


"At least that simplifies things,” said Cata, while 
Lynn checked to make sure Elys hadn't twisted anything in 
the fall. 


"Yes. Or complicates them. Maybe both." 


"You're doing it again..." Cata stated in a warning 
tone. 


"You do realise you're ignoring a pair of giant fire 
monsters?" 


“How the hell do I fight those?!" the girl burst out. 
“Swords melt, and | sure can't call up enough wind to blow 
them out, what do | do?!" 


The chimaera seemed to have cleared its head of 
the first dizzying moments of creation, and so leapt out into 
the crowd, chasing the fleeing Adepts like a demoncat after 
mice. The eagle head let out a shriek of wrath and hatred. 
The goat head... well, admittedly, just sort of hung there and 
tried to look menacing. Goats can only do so much ata 
time. 


"Drench!" came the shout, and several others 
along those lines, as the Mercury Adepts in the throng 
lashed back at the great beast, but it took no notice except 
to hiss and spew out a Dark Blessing. Black fog rolled over a 
swath of Adepts and dropped them to the ground, weakened 
into unconsciousness. 


"All right!" Cian shouted, and he had just the right 
voice for it, "everyone get out of the coliseum and block the 
exits! We aren't going to solve this problem as a formless 
mob!" 


A few voices of derision sniped at Cian, but they 
were quickly silenced by most of the others in the crowd, 
who had a deep respect for Lemurians. "Are you blind? Blue 
hair means do what you're told!" 


"Is there something about you I'm just not 
getting?" asked Meg. 


“Could be," Cian agreed, slightly embarrassed 
about being seen 'taking charge’. 


"Whatever, as long as I'm not tripping over prone 
Adepts anymore," said Howl. "Of course, now I'm going to 
be locked inside a big ring-shaped building with a beast 
composed of smoke and fury." 


Meg had drawn her swords and was debating 
whether setting them aflame would be any help when she 
noticed Howl was right. The fallen Adepts were being picked 
up and carried along with the rest of the tide without a word 
of complaint. Maybe cities weren't always so bad after all. 


“What's the plan, then?" she asked. Cian had just 
fired Froth Psynergy at the chimaera, which didn't harm it, 
but at least drew its attention away from the fleeing crowd. 


"Try to defeat those things and avoid dying," he 
replied. 


"So in fact your plan is to rush into battle while you 
think of a plan, am I right?" asked Padriac. 


"| was hoping someone else would be doing the 
other part of the planning, but yes." 


"You're the old adventurer, haven't you ever slain 
one of these before?" Meg demanded. The chimaera had 


been stomping toward them purposefully, and was getting 
close enough for them to feel the heat it projected, but 
running wouldn't do any good either. 


"| might have if they weren't supposed to have 
been extinct for a millennium and a half," Cian replied. 


"And a half? How specif-" The rest of Meg's 
comment was cut off, as she leapt aside from a fireball 
launched by the lion-head. 


"Spire!" Padriac hurled a large stalactite at the 
beat, and wasn't particularly surprised when the eagle head 
blasted it apart with superheating lightning. "Hmm. | 
suppose you think being indecisive about what the hell you 
are gives you the rightto multiple elements? Briar!" A gout 
of flames incinerated the plants. "Earthquake!" The 
chimaera avoided the shifting earth altogether with a few 
flaps of its wings. 


"It's playing with him," Meg stated grimly. 


"He's playing with it," Cian added. They were both 
right. The chimaera countered or avoided everything 
Padriac could throw at it, but the captain was grinning 
widely, and wasn't losing his enthusiasm, either. "Pirates 
live on adventure, and nothing stops them but death. And 
even then watch your back." 


“Lemurian saying?" 
“How did you know?" 
“Neither of us is helping." 


“Only a problem if there's any way we could help. 
Right now, no one's getting hurt, either." 


"Hi! Remember us?!" Cian and Meg whirled to see 
Cata, split from them by a still-crackling firewall. Elys was 
down, Lynn was kneeling beside her in best healer fashion, 
and Zak was trying to find an escape route. 


And then there was the phoenix. 


It dove about them, screaming like any other bird 
of prey, if twenty times bigger and flaming furiously, and the 
only reason Zak was alive to be terrified, instead of being a 
large meal was that Cata had fended off every swoop with 
her blade. 


"You help Padriac, I'll help them," Cian decided 
immediately. "Because water will do more good than fire," 
he explained, before Meg could even ask. 


This wasn't quite as true as he hoped. Drench 
wasn't bad as water Psynergies went, but the firewall didn't 
even bother to flicker, and Mad Froth flew uselessly past the 
swift bird. Cursing the Tomegathericon twice as much as it 
already was, Cian ran to look for anything else that might be 
useful in the forest of inventions that filled the coliseum. 


"Wild Growth!" Padriac cried, and watched his 
attack burn with an ever-increasing grin. The combatants 
were into a pattern of attack and defence now, and could 
predict each others' moves quite well. The chimaera knew 
what he'd do the same time he decided. 


Padriac did so love underhanded tricks. "Unleash 
Hail!" 


"It's about time, ye blackhearted plunderer!" Hail 
shouted as she leapt forth, hurling a tide of ice and freezing 
water at the chimaera. 


“Just beat that thing and /eave the pirate talk to 
me, savvy?" Padriac commanded. The Djinni and Adept 
watched as their enemy struggled to escape the frozen mass 
that had formed around it. "Makes you feel all warm and 
fuzzy inside, doesn't it?" 


Meg whirled in from the side, a spiral of steely 
doom. She hacked through the ice layer and began a 
frenzied assault that might have finished the chimaera off, 
except that either by reflex or a moment's oversight, she set 
both blades ablaze. 


The moment a flaming edge touched the chimaera, 
it turned too bright to look at. The incandescence turned 
Hail's ice cage into a veil of steam, and by the time either of 
the fighters could see a thing, it was free, angry, and about 
twice the size it had been. 


"You just love to help, don't you?" asked Padriac. 
He made it sound like 'you just love to grease our weapons 
before we head into battle, don't you? 


"Oh, bloody-" Meg began before the chimaera's 
powerful claw sent her sprawling into the oblivion of 
unconsciousness. 


"This has stopped going to plan," Padriac 
muttered, advancing on the chimaera, more warily than 
before. "This would be an excellent time for you to explain 
how we're going to save her." 


"Arr..." Hail grumbled. “Accordin' ter all the usual 
rules an’ suchlike this are not somethin’ | should be telling 
ter yerself, but the Spirits know I'm a pirate, an' pirates 
don't much care fer the rules.” She brightened a bit. 

"Which is meanin' they must ‘ave known all along I'd choose 
ter tell ye." 


"Are you going anywhere with this?" Padriac asked, 
taking his eyes off the chimaera to glare at his Djinni. Hail 
looked back, and gave him a truly piratical grin. 


While he didn't like the idea much, Cian thought 
he had finally found a way over the firewall. A quick double- 
casting of Froth and Frost froze him a pillar of ice, and after a 
slippery moment or two, worrying all along that the phoenix 
would notice and turn him into an elegant Lemurian entrée. 


"If this is where it ends, that spring water's not all 
it's cracked up to be..." he murmured, and leapt over the 
flames. He narrowly missed being sliced by Cata, who 
thought the phoenix had managed to swoop around behind 
her, and hit the ground rolling with only a slight toasted- 
leather smell coming from his boots. 


“How's she doing?" he asked Lynn, who was 
looking far more singed and shaken than he was. 


"Bizarre. It's... there's no good reason for her to be 
down. She's not injured in the slightest." 


“Well, | suppose Spring could try to help. There 
aren't many injuries he can't handle." 


Being one of the few people on Weyard who could 
speak from experience, Cata had decided that she preferred 
fighting a dragon to fending off a phoenix. The creature 
truly was fire in the shape of a bird, and so while her mythril 
sword hadn't even been warmed up much, even a perfectly 
aimed swing through its wing left no mark. 


"That's it..." she growled. "There's something 
weird about your eyes, so that's where you get it next." The 
phoenix turned its circling path on its side, looping down to 
slash at Cata with talons that were very good at cutting (for 


lines of yellow fire). Cata readied herself, not wanting to 
dodge until the last moment, to keep the phoenix ona 
vulnerable course- 


"Sckeer!" 
"What in the-" 


There was a moment's confused tangle, and then 
the firebird lifted up again, this time with her sword in its 
grip. The phoenix dropped Cata's weapon outside the 
firewall and then dove back, driving the knight to the 
ground. 


"Unleash Spring!" Cian declared. Spring answered 
the call, hovering over Elys and letting blue twinkles of 
Mercury Psynergy flow down into her. 


Instantly the girl jolted up, so awake and tense 
that you'd think she had just tripped in the middle of battle. 
"That's it!" she said, and didn't seem at all worried that 
neither of her healers had the slightest clue what she was 
talking about. 


"Fine, if the sword's such a problem," Cata 
muttered to herself, watching the phoenix as it chose the 
course of its next diving attack, "we'll see if lightning makes 
an impression." Jupiter Psynergy for a Storm Ray attack 
began to gather around her hands, and as the phoenix dove, 
Cata raised her arms to cast. 


"No!" Elys yelped, pushing Cata aside. She 
reached out, called the electric power from Cata's hand, and 
released it into the bare ground nearby. Another shove from 
Elys sent her friend staggering away, and then the phoenix 
was on her. 


"Elys!" Cian shouted, but before he had taken a 
second step, he knew he couldn't do anything. The 
phoenixfire had engulfed her. 


Strangely, Elys didn't seem to mind. She stood in 
the raging flames without flinching. Instead, she calmly 
reached up and grabbed at some not-quite-thing in the 
phoenix's head, around the bluish glow of its eyes. "Pure 
Ply." The strongest healing power Mercury could offer 
surged and swirled into the firebird, and a moment later Elys 
was standing in mere smoky air again, holding what might 
have been a torch. 


"| told you there was something strange about 
her," stated Lynn, flatly. She was too busy being astonished 
to put any emotion into her voice. 


“You were in some trouble there, weren't you?" she 
asked the flames in her hand. "Well, you haven't hurt 
anyone, so that's all right. It'd be nice if you'd help out, 
though." 


“You're sure about this?" asked Padriac, 
sceptically. He leaned out from behind a large stone wall 
that had once been part of some inventor's Colosso entry, 
but was now serving as a shield to keep the Venus Adept 
from being made one with his element. 


"Arr," said Hail. 
"That means yes?" 


"Means ‘I'm inclined to agree that your statement 


is accurate’. 


"You nevertold me you ever spoke without a 
certain level of píratical accent." 


"Aye. Oh, an' me feelin's that Cian's called up 
Spring, so ye'll have twice the power." 


"All right, just get on with it." Padriac took a 
couple of deep breaths and edged out to see if the chimaera 
was waiting for him. Its attention had been called away by 
something happening beyond the firewall, so he didn't 
waste the opportunity. 


"Arr, not good timing..." Hail murmured. The 
chimaera glanced back and caught sight of Padriac just as 
he emerged from hiding. 


Not to be deterred at a time like this, Padriac 
shouted "Water Power Rise!" The chimaera seemed startled 
at the cry, and sucked in air for a fireball. The captain 
fought down an urge to point out how overly dramatic these 
words were, and dove ahead. "Padriac summons Nereid!" 


All three mouths opened in a panic as the two 
Mercury Djinni fused their powers and the princess of the 
sea rode out of nothingness on the back of a great turtle. 
Her fan snapped open, and she flourished it at the mixed-up 
beast like a deadly weapon. In her hands, it was. 


The chimaera released its blast at the last moment 
before water exploded from the ground underneath it, an 
unstoppable torrent that it could not withstand. When the 
water turned to blue light and vanished into the sky, and the 
princess returned to whatever place she had come from, all 
that was left of it was a monster-shaped ashen statue, which 
Lynn blew apart with an arrow-guided Whirlwind. 


And Padriac lay scorched and battered on the 
stony wreckage, where he had landed after the chimaera's 
fireball caught him. 


"Oh no..." Cata moaned, seeing the captain's 
condition. 


"Do something!" Zak shouted, and slammed his 
hoof into the ground. A Psynergy tremor ran through the 
earth and into the support of a damaged trial-device, which 
toppled and provided a bridge over the still-crackling 
firewall. 


Elys was the first to scramble over it, running to 
Padriac. Psynergy was still in him, and so he wasn't gone 
yet. She looked at the flames in her hand. "You have to help 
me." 


"Name... me..." it wheezed, as though on the edge 
of death itself. 


Elys nodded gravely. "Unleash Tinder!" 


The sputtering flames vanished completely, but in 
their place a much greater light was born, a mighty red that 
shone on the fallen Adept and rained phoenix feathers on 
him. At their touch, his burns healed, bones mended, and 
skin sealed. His breathing strengthened, and it was clear 
that the captain wasn't nearly dead yet. 


Elys turned to face the other Knights, and held up - 
no longer clutched, but standing proudly on her palm- a 
Mars Djinni. “Got one of my own. I'm good now." 


"Oh, is that what this was all about? Djealousy?" 
asked Tinder. 


Elys stared. "Oh, great, mine has the worst sense 
of humour yet." 


Dagna marched into the burnt battlefield of the 
coliseum and surveyed the destruction. "Well, a fine mess 
this lot is! If ye've dealt with that goat-cat-birdy now, would 
yer like ter explain what in blazes are goin' on ter meself an! 
the rest o' the city?" 


*Chapter 12*: Never A Dull Moment 


Knights of Alchemy 


Chapter Twelve: Never A Dull Moment 


"It's really not such a big deal, is it?" asked Cata. 
Squall, flapping calmly by her head, wasn't moved by this 
tactic any more than the last few. "Come on, if you do it, it's 
got to be fate, doesn't it? Because you did do it, so you were 
always meant to do it. Otherwise you'd be messing up 
destiny." 


"On the other foot," said Squall, who didn't have 
hands (or, for that matter, arms), "if | pretend all | can hear 
right now is a faint humming as of bright butterflies swirling 
about in the breeze, that's destiny too, because | was always 
meant to ignore you." 


“What's going on, Cata? You look so serious," said 
Elys, coming up between them. 


"A discussion of fate. There's not much else to do 
right now." Cata glared at her Djinni. “For a variety of 
reasons, many of which are contained within a nearby 
purple object." 


The Knights had been marching for days, leaving 
Tolbi far behind to start rebuilding the coliseum after the 
chimaera attack. Jastyx and Dullahan had escaped cleanly 
during the chaos, probably after their summoned creature 
was obliterated by Padriac's strange summoned spirit. He 
was ambling with deceptive speed at the back of the group, 


looking lost in thought but easily keeping up with the 
others. 


"Well, by now you've probably noticed that every 
time we meet someone with a Djinni, that person ends up 
joining us," Cata began. All three of them looked back at 
the dwarfish inventor, Dagna, who was currently in the 
middle of a rant. He was speaking to Howl, but it could as 
easily have been a rock for all the chances Dagna was giving 
the lycanthrope to speak. 


“This were te be me year!" Dagna was growling. "I 
had the bes' invention, | were as clever as the rest o' the lot 
mixed t'gether, an' these two Adepts come along an' steal 
the prize afore | can win it, as | would ha'e?! Nowt a bleedin’ 
chance! ‘Sides which, | can be plenty o' help, an' if it's help 
ye wan’ fer blasting this Dullyhan inter the stars, this are 
precisely the dwarf ye're lookin' fer. Got plen'y o' surprises 
in store fer that one, on me ancestor's souls. Thinks he can 
get away wi' stealin' me rightful property, I'll show ‘im a few 
pounds o' blastin' powder what ha'e a dif'rent point o' view!" 


"Yes," Elys agreed as the raging went on. "I think 
that people across Angara are probably aware of that, now 
that we've got Dagna." 


"So obviously a person with a Djinni is fated to join 
us, right?" Cata went on. "Right. So if it's just a matter of 
who's got a Djinni and who doesn't, then I don't see what's 
wrong with Squall going ahead, finding Djinn, and getting 
them to the right people." 


“Do | want to know who the right people are?" 
asked Elys. 


“Cute boys, as near as | can tell," said Squall. 


“| did not say cute. Nor boys," Cata insisted. "And 
anyway, the people | was referring to would be precisely the 
ones who are supposed to join us. It would be fate. If you 
don't do anything, that'll go against the natural order of the 
universe." 


“What are you doing with my Djinni?" Meg 
demanded. 


"Zephyr refused to listen," Cata replied sullenly. 


"And Squall can't resist and argument," Meg 
finished, nodding her understanding. "You haven't agreed 
to do anything, have you?" 


"Of course not," Squall answered. "And if | hear 
the phrase 'dashing young men' again this century | may 
retch. Are we near the next city yet?" 


"It's not exactly a city," Cian answered just behind 
them, and Cata twitched in startled annoyance, suspecting 
that he had been listening all along. “Hesperia is sparsely-" 


"Heswhat?" Elys repeated, cutting him off. 


“When we crossed the river northwest of Tolbi, we 
left the continent of Angara and entered Hesperia, one of 
the lands on which Jupiter Lighthouse shines," the Lemurian 
explained. 


"And one of the most boring foreign places you 
could everimagine," Padriac muttered. "Nothing worth 
seeing, nothing worth drinking, and the women are more 
likely to beat you senseless than take a compliment." The 
captain glanced around and then continued in a low voice. 
"Also, not that | ever had anything to do with this sort of 


thing, there's not a blasted thing worth stealing for a 
thousand miles from the village." 


"Village?" Elys echoed. "We're going to a village? 
There's got to be a better place." 


“Hesperia's mostly wilderness," Cian explained. 
“Rocks and trees, and trees and rocks, and rocks and trees, 
and trees and rocks-" 

"We get it," Meg informed him, unsheathing her 
shorter sword in a meaningful way. 


"And water," the Lemurian added. "Furthermore, | 
only call it a village because that's its name. However, 
Shaman Village is as big as any city on Osenia or Gondowan, 
and exceptionally populous." 


“Do | want to know about the shamans?" asked 
Elys, falsely cheerful. "For example, do they often curse 
people in creative ways involving plagues of locusts or 
lightning or vampire slugs?" 


Cian frowned. "Elys, we've fought Grassils, 
Lemurian sentinels, Alhafran soldiers, giant yellow creatures 
with bat wings, healed a phoenix and slain a chimaera. 
What could possibly be threatening about Jupiter Adepts 
and some sacred rites?" 


"What if their standard greeting for foreigners is to 
hurl blessed fruit?" 


“Let 'em!" Howl said fervently. "I'm starving!" 


“This man are a great conversationalist," Dagna 
informed the rest of the Knights. "Never've | known a man 
ter keep up with me when 'm on a roll about thermite 
reactions! Did ye know tha' a shoddy thermite charge c'n 


spray molten iron fer thirty feet in all directions? Used 'em 
once 'r twice on some o' those mad monsters what lair in the 
deep mines back in Loho, but ye'd not believe the stories 
‘pout accidents in the forge. There are more'n one way to 
superheat a magnesium strip, say nae more." 


“By the way, as the person who's been listening to 
this for the past six miles, | feel you all owe me in vast 
amounts of whatever | decide to call in," Howl reminded 
them. "To start with, Elys, I'd like it if you could make those 
really tender marinated steak strips like that first night out 
of Alhafra." 


"| don't see what your problem is," Fever remarked, 
still watching the slightly oblivious dwarf from his perch on 
Howl's shoulder. "He's riveting." 


“| would, but we don't have the meat. Strictly 
packed food from here to Shaman Village, and meat doesn't 
keep well," said Elys. "Unless you've got side of beef in your 
pack." 


Howl blinked a few times and rubbed his grey- 
furred forehead with one paw, as though checking 
something. "You know," he said after a while, "as much as | 
appreciate being treated like any other person, there are 
times when you really ought to take note of things like 
wolfish noses or fangs." He inclined his head to sniff the 
breeze. "Would a small deer serve?" 


"Serve for wha-" Elys began, but Howl was already 
gone, leaping off the faintly-beaten path and into the deeper 
vegetation, dropping to all fours and speeding out of sight, 
dislodging Fever as he went. 


"He'll be back," Meg stated lazily, contented as all 
predators in their homelands. 


"Ya-ha!" Fever shouted and darted after Howl. 
",..Probably," Meg added. 


Rish moved fluidly through the forest, not bothered 
at all by the rain, which tended to turn to steam before it 
touched her. The corrupted trail of the Tomegathericon had 
led her a long way, and if she was fortunate, she was now 
catching up with the thieves. Fools that they were, they'd 
either destroy themselves soon or they had sold themselves 
into another's service. If the second was the case, Rish had 
no choice but to intercept the book first. 


"I do hope you realise what your problem is," said 
Flash. 


"Yesu," Rish replied tersely, wondering if it was 
worth trying to cross over a stream in the rain, or if she 
should simply walk through it. 


"Really?" the Djinni continued. "And what's that?" 


“| have to deal with sarucastic Djinn wherever | 
go," she explained, and sprung to the far bank. 


"Hah, that's funny," Serac remarked flatly. The 
Mercury Djinni was perched on her head, trying to see ahead 
through the woods, since water never obscured his vision. 


“Thato was sarucasm right there," Rish pointed 
out. 


"No, your problem is that you try to be subtle," 
Flash went on, ignoring Rish. "Take those yellow creatures 
that we saved the girl from back outside Contigo. Any 
normal person would have contacted the rest of the Yu Clan 
and started burning a trail through every obstacle in her 


path until she found the person who can actually create 
totally new kinds of monsters." 


"And the worud would be safe while the peroson 
who has been making demons knew thato they were being 
hunted, would it?" Rish asked, matching her Djinni's 
sarcasm. 


"'World', 'person', and 'that', Rish," said Serac. "I 
admit your accent is getting better, but you've got to work 
harder or you're going to end up just seriously confusing 
people when you're trying to save their lives." 


"If these Knights keep up what they're doing," 
Flash commented, "then we might have a lot less saving to 
do. You did see the Coliseum in Tolbi, didn't you? And hear 
the gossip? They actually defeated a chimaera." 


"Gossip, Flash, the key word there is gossip. It was 
probably just a big manticore," Serac said. 


"| don't buy it. Manticores wouldn't wreak that 
kind of destruction that fast," Flash insisted. 


"Do | havu to spell-tag you both to geto some 
quiet?" 


Flash and Serac looked at each other, then Rish. 
“Maybe you should just stay with Izuman and let us warn 
people about danger," Serac suggested. 


“Dagna, have | ever mentioned how often I've told 
Cata that we desperately needed a dwarvish inventor to join 
our group?" asked Elys. "Every day. Usually twice." 


"Aye, we're useful enough," Dagna agreed 
solemnly. "Pass another strip o' deer ter show yer gratitude, 


would ye lass?" 


Elys leaned out of the opening in the large domed 
tent, a haven from the rain that Dagna had produced from 
his large pack and constructed within three minutes of the 
rain beginning to truly pelt down on the Knights. Just 
beyond the tent's mouth, a small supported flap kept the 
fire from being doused by the rain and kept the roasting 
meat from being soaked. 


"Aside from the fact that you're lying, that's 
absolutely true," Cata agreed, ripping into her portion of 
meat with feral satisfaction. 


"I can't take all the credit for this, of course. Cata 
made the sauce," Elys remarked nonchalantly. 


While Cata protested this revelation and Cian 
assured her that he wished he had known more heroes who 
could cook during his old adventures, Howl and Zak rested 
under a nearby tree. Zak was there because he didn't fit 
into Dagna's tent, while Howl felt that it was impossible to 
eat properly in a small space. 


"Hgarrrgh!" he growled, tearing the meat apart 
with his fangs. 


“Do you have to do that near me?" Zak asked, 
mildly disgusted. 


“How far away would be enough?" Howl asked, 
looking up. 


"Another world?" Zak suggested hopefully. 


"Can't help you there," the lycanthrope replied, 
and resumed his savagery. Zak simply lay there and fumed, 


highly affronted by the entire scenario and wishing fervently 
that the rain would stop. Hopefully Howl wouldn't get 
drenched; if Cata thought a wet dog smelled bad, she should 
trade noses with a horse for a day and then count her 
blessings when she switched back. 


At that moment, a scent drifted to Zak on the 
winds of irony. He didn't recognise it, but certain things are 
burned into the instincts of herd animals, and immediately 
Zak's ears perked- there were predators nearby. 


Howl was busy with the food he and Fever had so 
fiercely sought out, and so didn't notice as the horse rose to 
his hooves and began creeping about the wide trunk, trying 
to determine which way the tumultuous winds had been 
blowing when he had caught the presence of danger. Zak 
stopped, ears quivering. Something was nearby, but he 
couldn't see any motion in the bushes except from large 
drops of rain, and the clear patches of grass were, naturally, 
totally clear and grassy. 


The creature fell on him from the branches above, 
landing on Zak's back and immediately drew a roughly- 
hewn blade from its wooden armor, with Zak's neck as its 
intended resting place. Fortunately, Zak was smarter than a 
regular horse, and rather than panicking, he simply threw 
himself backwards, smashing the attacker between himself 
and a very large tree. 


"Enemies!" Zak shouted, trying to hurl the stunned 
foe off his back. 


Meg shot out of the tent in mid-air, stretched flat 
so that she could fit between the awning and the fire 
without bothering to deal with either, although the result 
was that she dove into muddy earth. Rolling to her feet, 


Meg's swords seemed to spring to her hands, and just in 
time, for a figure armored in blackened wood with a pair of 
sickles was just about to try to harvest her. 


"Is there really anything out there?" Cata called 
from inside the tent, although she had already reluctantly 
allowed Cian to douse the fire. 


"YES!" Zak shrieked, as he had finally dismounted 
the creature only to discover that another three had 
emerged from the undergrowth. They were short but 
human-sized, thickly muscled with wooden armor and plain 
masks, armed with a variety of stone weapons from simple 
daggers to wickedly curved sickles. 


Three foes was two more than a horse could be 
expected to handle on his own, and they were eyeing Zak in 
a hungry manner. He vaguely wondered if they could be 
convinced that talking horses were inedible, but when they 
were approaching from all directions in approved hunting 
fashion, diplomacy rarely worked. Zak Summoned up deep- 
lying power and slammed a hoof to the ground. 


"Punji!" Spears of bamboo, a faint green glow the 
only hint of their Psynergetic origins, burst in concentric 
circles around Zak like a stabbing shockwave that did far 
more for prolonging his life than arguments were going to. 
"Gaia!" The ground exploded with Venus power, hurling one 
of the hunters away and spewing ballistic rocks in all 
directions. Zak carefully watched the now-falling attacker, 
and was relieved to see it turn grey and disintegrate on 
impact. "It's okay! They're monsters!" 


Cata, who was currently picking her way through a 
punji-spear barricade to rescue her noble steed -yes, she 


really does think like that- stopped at that shout and stared 
baffled at Zak. "That's a good thing?" 


"Yes," Cian agreed, his hands flaring blue as he 
brought them together. "No mercy needed. Froth Sphere!" 
Even in the heavy rain, his barrage of exploding whirlpool- 
orbs were a force to be reckoned with. 


"Well... I'm still a little worried," Lynn admitted, 
brushing wet hair out of her face as she kept watch for 
further ambushes. Far enough away not to hampered by 
Zak's bamboo strike, Meg and Howl were tearing a flaming 
trail through a half-dozen of the murderous beasts. One 
dropped out of a tree and swept its sickle at the 
lycanthrope's unprotected back, and Lynn acted instantly. 
"Unleash Gale!" 


The Djinni's windstream picked the creature up off 
its feet and hurled it back into the same tree's trunk, where 
a pair of arrows made sure it stayed put. "Not that worried, 
it would seem," Cian remarked. 


"Not where friends are concerned, no," she agreed 
absentmindedly, peering through the rain for more friends. 
“Where's Dagna? And Padriac, for that matter?" 


If she hadn't been distracted by another pair of 
armored monsters at that moment, Lynn would have liked to 
know that the two brawler friends were currently chasing 
three more through the woods, hurling taunts, insults, and 
occasionally Psynergy blasts in their direction. 


"Ye be doin' this all the time?" Dagna asked 
cheerfully. "Firs' that grand beastie in th' coliseum and the 
great flappin' fiery thing, an' now ye're findin' crazy hunter 
types in the middle o' a bleedin’ tempest!" 


"Fantastic, isn't it?" Padriac called back through 
the roaring wind and rustling undergrowth. "Reminds me of 
the old days playing cannon tag with the Alhafrans in the 
Osenian /n/ets!" 


“Jus' as wet?" Dagna suggested. 


"| meant the tactics," Padriac replied, and now he 
was frowning slightly. “That's interesting... That's very-" 


The thick undergrowth, which was tall enough in 
some places to be on its way to overgrowth, suddenly gave 
way to clear air and a trip wire, which pitched Padriac down 
a steep slope with incredible soeed and began a one-dwarf 
avalanche to his left. They crashed to a halt at the dusty 
base - formerly dusty, now turned to mud by the still-raging 
storm. 


"A dast-blangdin' trap?!" Dagna roared, emerging 
from his half-sunken pose. "Nae a bleedin' monster are goin’ 
ter get awa’ with settin' a flamin' trap fer Dagna o' Loho!" 


"If you've got an idea..." Padriac suggested, raising 
himself on his elbows. The liquid earth had a hold on his 
entire body, and that included rather more surface area than 
densely-built Dagna. Having pulled his head upright, 
Padriac saw the four monsters they had been chasing 
emerge from the foliage with murderous intent. 


"Aye, that | dae," Dagna replied, and hurled a 
strangely wheeled contraption from a side-pack into the 
mud. All of them eyed it expectantly, even the confused 
beasts. 


"As incredibly useful as diversions are, couldn't you 
have found something more intimidating?" the pirate asked 
hopefully. 


"Ah..." Dagna said knowingly, although he was 
watching the no-longer-interested monsters warily, too. 
“Mus' be an ignition problem. Won' be a moment." With 
that, the dwarf dove forward, reaching for the odd device, 
and slammed his fist on one part of it in a clinical, expert 
manner. The wheel began to glow red and spin with 
impressive velocity, spraying ever-hotter mud at one of the 
approaching creatures. In a few moments its front was 
coated in rapidly-cooling earth, and between the immense 
heat and the rain, Dagna had half-petrified two of them 
before the others had the sense to run. 


"That's a bloody merciless weapon," Padriac 
blurted. 


"Nah," said his Venus Djinni. "That's inventive. It's 
actually supposed to be a prototype boat driver. This is 
merciless." 


"Unleash Geode!" Dagna roared, and a glowing orb 
of earth power that mirrored the surrounding forest crashed 
down on both immobile monsters, smashing them into 
rapidly-vanishing grey dust. 


The captain and the dwarf had nearly recovered 
from their unexpected tumble and crash when several more 
people arrived, but fortunately for the two Knights, they 
really were people, if oddly dressed. They didn't speak any 
language Padriac knew, and although Dagna had heard it 
before, he wasn't near fluent either. The newcomers, who 
were dressed appropriately for the local heat and painted 
with substances that didn't wash off in the rain, searched 
the area thoroughly while a few of them stood guard on the 
Knights and tried to communicate. 


"Do | look like | speak Jabber?" Padriac demanded, 
rubbing his bruised arms sourly. "Hail, can you make any 
sense of this?" 


"Arr, | be havin' a plan," Hail said sagely, and 
hopped onto Padriac's head. "AVAST, ye hull-clingin' 
invertebrates, start makin' sense or I'll be loadin’ ye inter 
the cannons, an' the cannons are about five hundred miles 
southeast o' here!" 


"My thanks, Hail," Padriac growled sarcastically. 
"That'll be all, | think." 


((What in the name of Jupiter is that thing?)) asked 
one of the Attekans. 


((/ don't even want to know where it came from, 
just don't let it bite you,)) he was advised. 


((Can it bite? | don't think it has a mouth.)) 


((Oh, the blue creature? That's a Mercury Djinni. | 
meant the dwarrt.)) 


"Has it occurred to you," Zak asked pleasantly, 
wedged into what seemed to be the only safe space left, 
"that you've got a sword?" Cata was in the middle of 
crawling over, around, through, and under the chaotic forest 
of spears that had been created by Zak's further Punji 
Psynergies, which had finished the battle neatly in one 
sense, and a bit messily in the sense that a faint greyness 
had settled over much of the surrounding earth, left over 
from the disintegrated monsters. 


The Jupiter Adept paused, partly straddling a spiky 
cluster of bamboo spears that had come up at strange 


angles due to a large and apparently un-puncturable rock. 
"I knew that. | was... uh..." 


"Save it, Cata," said Zak. "Just get me out of here." 


"Hold on, | think | can do this," said Meg. 
"Everyone duck, okay?" 


"DOWN!" Cian shouted, pulling Cata and Elys to 
the ground instantly, with Lynn just after him. Howl decided 
that mud and fur was another combination worth avoiding, 
and dodged behind a tree. Meg scowled at them all fora 
moment, but then put her mind to Psynergy. If she could 
master it, she would be undefeatable, and every chance to 
practice counted. 


"Fireball!" Repeated blasts of fiery wrath spread 
from her outstretched hand, shredding row after row of the 
punji spikes. Meg smiled, seeing the powerful Psynergy held 
so easily under control, but she did have to try several times 
to stop the flow of flaming orbs, and still got little response. 
Growing frantic, Meg shoved her hand into a rain puddle and 
the charge of Psynergy dispersed (along with the puddle, 
which instantly became steam). 


"Good, very good, thank you Meg," Howl said, 
emerging from shelter with a protective death grip on his 
tail. "Don't ever do that again, okay?" 


"| had it under control," she insisted. 


"Do | still have a mane?" asked Zak, who was as 
flat to the ground as a horse gets. 


"Yes," Elys assured him. 


"And the rest of my body?" 


"Still there," she continued, washing mud from her 
phoenix-engraved bracers. 


"So l'm not imagining the feeling that I've been 
sautéed?" he went on. 


Cata groaned. "Lynn, anything you can do here? If 
Zak's complaining all the way to this village, we're just 
going to call in more of these hunter creatures, and I'm not 
exactly feeling great either." 


"Easy," she assured them, and cleared her throat 
theatrically. With a raised arm, she proclaimed "Lyric!" and a 
fountain of violet sparks exploded upwards, raining ghostly 
musical notes on the heroes. A quarter-note bounced along 
the ground, remaining perfectly upright the whole time, 
before bursting against Cian in a rush of healing power. 
Similar impacts were occurring to the other Knights, 
mending their injuries and soothing the burns from Meg's 
fire-sweep. 


“Psynergy with musical accompaniment? That's a 
new one," Elys commented. "And has anyone figured out 
where the other two got to?" 


Howl tilted his head back, resigned now to being 
thoroughly drenched, and smelled the humid air. Aftera 
second's inhalation, he staggered and almost fell back 
against the tree again, but Meg caught him in time. "Whoa 
yeah, that's dwarf all right. It's a good thing they don't have 
lycanthropes around here; that's the most distinctive smell 
since curried shrimp." 


"Just lead the way," said Cian, "before they get us 
into more trouble." 


"| hope werewolves dry out really fast," Zak 
grumbled, trotting through the forest at the back of the 
group. "He can talk about dwarves all he likes, but I'm the 
one with a sensitivity to predators. Not that anyone else 
cares." 


"We would care," Elys assured him as she finished 
folding up Dagna's tent and stuffing it back into a 
saddlebag. She patted his flank again and ran to catch up 
with the others, with Zak following. 


"If?" Zak prompted- as a Jupiter Adept horse, he 
didn't need breath to speak. 


"We were prey," Elys replied shortly, as though it 
were obvious. 


"Ah. Right." Zak consider this, the mud, the 
tangling undergrowth, and the unflinching rain. "Bloody 
humans." 


"| like these people," Padriac decided, reclining ina 
long, well-cushioned chair. "I am positively infatuated with 
these people. | have never encountered a more wonderful 
culture. Another one, Dagna?" The dwarf shook his head; 
he was still contentedly devouring some kind of dense local 
fruit. "That'll be enough." He waved the attendant away, 
successfully not noticing the growing glower on the man's 
face, and settled in to enjoy the drink they had supplied him 
with. 


Padriac and Dagna were inside a house at the edge 
of the village, now safely out of the rain, the cold, the 
monsters, and into a warm haven where a man with stripes 
painted onto his face showed them to comfortable chairs by 
a fire and supplied strong drinks. 


He realised precisely why life was going so 
smoothly when a white-robed woman with gravely serious 
blue eyes and laughably fluttery pink hair threw the door 
open and stepped in out of the rain (curiously dry, as well). 
Complications in life happened because of females, and he 
had temporarily shaken them all off. It seemed that luck 
was over. 


"You are the delegate." Some of her statement's 
close relatives were probably questions, but this one wasn't. 
And unfortunately she was looking directly at Padriac. 
"Although | find your appearance to be of questionable 
consideration for someone speaking to the Shaman Council, 
| trust that your skill in debate will more than make up for 
it." Finally noticing Padriac's blank stare, she added, "I am 
Lori. You do speak Gondowanish, do you not?" 


"That's the first actual question you asked," 
Padriac noted. "Most people start somewhere around 'who 
the devil are you' and work from there." 


"I know who you are," Lori said, and tilted her head 
in confusion. "You are the delegate from Shaman Village. 
You could not be an outsider; everyone knows that 
trespassing on our hallowed earth is punishable by death." 


"So this time it's Cian's fault instead of one of the 
girls," Padriac said knowingly, nodding. "That's a refreshing 
change, but | think I'm still going to have to beat him into 
blue sludge." Lori was growing ever more confused by this, 
and the pirate decided it was time to change the topic. 
“Have you met Dagna?" 


"Your bodyguard, of course," Lori agreed, 
extending her hand to the dwarf. "You have the thanks of all 
the women of our village for your diligence. Our scouts saw 


you destroy two Slayers even after their ambush; a feat few 
of our own people could manage so effectively." 


"Slayers? Are that what ye be callin’ the pesky 
things?" asked Dagna, placing the fruit on a table, wiping 
his hand on his beard, and shaking hers heartily. 


Lori actually giggled, to Padriac astonishment. 
“Indeed we do, noble dwarf." Then his astonishment turned 
to minor horror when she spun back his way. "When were 
you last briefed on matters in the issue and the potential 
violence?" 


Have ye the slightest clue what ye are doin'? 
asked Hail. 


Yes. Not being executed, Padriac replied. "Asa 
matter of fact, /'m not the one you want. The Slayers in fact 
separated me from the rest of my party, and they are the 
ones you'd be more interested in speaking to." 


Lori's eyebrows took on a complicated twisted 
angle that conveyed not just confusion, but the precisely 
level, pressure, and humidity of her confusion as well. This 
woman's face was expressive. "There are more of you? We 
only requested a single delegate." 


Pirates are quick thinkers. "I hardly think that 
anyone would deny the importance of the /ssue at hand," he 
said. "My comrades are also skilled warriors, | have no doubt 
that they are a/ready approaching this village. Dagna can 
stay here and rejuvenate himself, | had better go meet 
them." 


"As you wish," Lori decided eventually, though 
she still looked off-balance about the whole idea. Padriac 
bowed low in the sailor's fashion, then stepped out into the 


weakening downpour and tried to not looked overly relieved 
about escaping her. 


"Aye, tha' went well,” Hail commented. 


"We're still breathing," Padriac agreed. "But Cata 
is not going to be happy about this." 
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"You're mad," Cata stated. She spoke without 
emotion, but that was mostly because she couldn't decide 
whether astonishment, fury, despair, or fervency of belief 
should get priority. "You're absolutely mad," she added, for 
good measure. 


"Is it just me or is that statement getting 
overused?" asked Padriac. 


"Aye, we be hearin’ it a lot," Hail agreed, 
thoughtfully. 


The rest of the Knights had followed Howl through 
the Hesperian jungle, and arrived at the village at nightfall. 
Cian said -luckily not too loudly, for reasons that would 
become clear later- that it wasn't the Shaman Village, but 
clearly was a settlement of the same people, complete with 
the same spiritual ritualism. They found Padriac, standing 
like an exiled statue, at the edge of the village, and it was 
apparent that he had completely given up on the idea of 
‘dry’ ever being a part of his life again. 


When Elys called out to the landlocked pirate, he 
had sprung to life again and demanded silence until they 
found a safe place, with only a warning to watch out for 
pink-haired women to add to their confusion. Why it was 
necessary to sneak back into accommodations that the 


villagers had apparently set aside for them wasn't clear, but 
anything that could worry Padriac had to be serious. 


Inside the surprisingly warm and dry building, 
where Dagna had hunched into a coil against the wall beside 
the fire like a clockwork dwarf that had run down, Padriac 
explained what he knew of the situation, and what he had 
told Lori, which is where Cata's statement came in (several 
times). 


"We're supposed to be delegates from Shaman 
Village?" Cian repeated. 


“That was the feeling | got," the pirate agreed 
morosely. “Something about issues and violence.” 


"Seems like we're supposed to be solving some 
kind of dispute," Lynn remarked. "That shouldn't be too 
hard, should it? It'll be nice not to have to kill everything on 
the opposing side for once." 


“You're mad too," Cata went on, turning to Lynn. 


"She's got a point," Elys admitted. "Lynn, how do 
we settle a dispute when we don't know what it ís, let alone 
how many sides there are or who's done what or even what 
sort of laws they've got?" 


"Any chance you know those things?" Meg asked 
Cian, but the Lemurian just shrugged helplessly. "Right. I'm 
for heading back out into the jungle. | prefer slaying Slayers 
to deceiving shamen." 


"Shamans, | think," said Zak. 


"Ridiculous," Meg insisted. "One man, several 
men, one shaman, many shamen." 


“But then you'd have to call the females 
shawomen," Zak replied. 


"There's a problem with that?" 


"There's a problem with leaving," Padriac 
interjected. "They'll hunt us down and kill us. You did catch 
the bit about 'no trespassing'?" 


“You never said that they killed trespassers," Elys 
said. 


“Bring ‘em on," Meg growled. “We can take 
Slayers, we can sure as Prox take on some shamen." 


"I've run plenty of times before," Howl told them. 
“Once more doesn't matter much to me." 


All of them, with the exception of the unconscious 
Dagna, looked at Cata. She stiffened at the uniform motion- 
Cata knew perfectly well that she was the one most knight- 
like in the group, and that she had been the one to start the 
entire adventure, but until this moment, she had never 
really thought of herself as the leader. They would stay or 
flee at her command. 


And she wasn't going to be reckless with their 
safety if they had given her their trust. "We'll go. In the 
storm, with Meg and Howl to guide us, we can get out of 
their reach-" 


"You've arrived!" Lori exclaimed, coming through 
the door with a bright smile. "It's good to see that Shaman 
Village does care about our troubles... but by Jupiter, | would 
never have expected so many of you. Orso varied a group," 
she commented, eyeing Howl, Dagna, and Cian in particular. 


"Agcck," Cian said -choked, really- extending his 
hand just a little too fast. 


Lori shook it with an acknowledging nod. "I'm 
sorry, | don't speak ancient Lemurian. ...Were you visiting 
Shaman Village at the time of the envoy's leaving, and ask 
to travel with them, or is this a pilgrimage?" 


Cian coughed and tried speaking again. "Asa 
matter of fact, | work with Dagna. And Meg, that's her 
there. Also, don't concern yourself overmuch, not many 
people on Lemuria know the old tongue fluently, and | would 
be amazed if you did." 


Meg imperceptibly raised an eyebrow- not so much 
at the lie as at the fractional hesitation before he had 
managed to say 'tongue’. "Since our delegate companions 
have refused to say much about their mission while we 
escorted them from Shaman Village, perhaps you would be 
more enlightening? I'd like to know what happens now that 
my part of the job is done." 


“The debate is scheduled for tomorrow," Lori 
answered. "Even l'm not sure what sort of format it will be, 
but of course you will be presenting our case to the Shaman 
Council, and a few fossilized fools will be trying to argue that 
we're breaking ancient laws. Jorl is the only one I'm worried 
about; he's young enough to put together a rebuttal that 
would sound good and right, even if it were pure evil." 


"And... what sort of arguments do you think they'll 
be using?" asked Cata, innocently enough. 


The Hesperian woman turned away. "Everything 
they can get their hands on, of course," said Lori, glaring at 
the fireplace as though it offended her. "Saying that it's 
tradition. Saying that we're not capable of it. Saying that 


it's not our place, as though being male somehow gives one 
extra powers or insights into the ways of shamanism." She 
spun back on Cata, sapphire fire in her eyes. "But you 
believe in us. Shaman Village sent a delegation, so we must 
have support in other places. The women of Hesperia will 
rise to the place we deserve." 


Cata couldn't help seeing in those eyes the fierce 
spirit that drove Lori, and suddenly the cryptic words made 
sense. "Yes," the knight agreed. "And we'll help you." 


It was almost midnight. Lori had left the house, 
informing them that a messenger would be sent in the 
morning to alert them of the gathering council. The Knights 
were still awake, except for Zak, who was in a warm stable 
beside the house, counting the number of ways it was better 
to be a horse than human, or at least humanoid. 


“That's the problem," Cata said. "The reason that 
they've called for people from Shaman Village. The laws say 
that women can't become shamans, and someone's finally 
realised that it's a stupid law." 


"Why do they need people from somewhere else? 
Can't this be handled by local people?" asked Elys. 


"Ah!" Cian exclaimed, pointing at Elys. "That's one 
| do know. Any modifications of law in the Hesperian 
cultures have very specific, ritualistic procedures to follow. 
For one thing, the decision is made by a council of elder 
shamans, and one council is as good as any other, so it's 
always done in the village where the question first came up. 
The ‘capital’, Shaman Village, still has some control, though, 
because they send a delegation to whatever village is 
hosting the debate and they get to pick the side they'll 
argue for-" 


"Okay, Cian, we're all bored now," Meg said, 
cutting him off. She grinned, just slightly. "Still, it's good to 
know you're not permanently... tongue-tied." 


"What's that supposed to mean?" the Lemurian 
demanded. 


“Just noticing your reaction to Lori is all," Meg 
replied innocently. 


Cian looked around the circle of Knights, and 
realised that of the five males in their band, only two were 
really human, and Padriac was, to be fair, a 'good' pirate. 
"She's an elf, if you must know." 


"What? There's no such thing as an elf, they're 
mythical," said Howl. 


“Do you ever, you know, think before saying stuff 
like that?" asked Meg conversationally. 


“What's your point?" asked the man who was a 
fusion of wolf and Adept. 


“The right word isn't ‘elf’, | admit," said Cian. 
"That's just what Lemurians -among other people- have 
always called them. People who have faery blood in their 
ancestry." 


"Faery blood," Elys repeated. "Those weird 
creatures that live in the jungles around Kibombo?" 


"They live here, too, and some of them are even 
civilized enough that... ah..." 


“Humans fall in love with them?" Cata suggested. 


"Yes. So there are half-faeries, or less, or 
sometimes more than half. Elves." 


"And she is one. | guess it was a bit much to 
hope," Howl admitted, staring into the fire with a brooding 
furrow in his furred brow. Most of the other Knights looked at 
him expectantly. "Well.. | did see her pointy ears." 


Cata tried very, very hard not to laugh, and mostly 
succeeded. "You thought...?" 


"Hey, lycanthropes come in all shapes, sizes, and 
colours," Howl informed her stiffly. 


"Maybe before the full moon," Padriac agreed. 


"Ach," rumbled a voice like a dry-throated 
avalanche, and Dagna tilted his head up from his chin 
enough to see Howl. "Bin meanin' ter ask ye ‘bout tha’, 
Howl. How come ye're all wolfie whole month long?" 


"I'm a Venus Adept," Howl replied, since 
werewolves consider few sorts of questions personal. 
“Lycanthropes are supposed to be aligned with Jupiter, so it 
beats me how | can even exist, but apparently earth power 
ties knots in the works, so I'm transformed all the time." 


"Grea'," Dagna murmured. "Prob'ly put ye on yon 
debate team, then. Other twerps'll be scared silent." He 
said this with such an air of tired finality that the entire 
conversation ended, and the Knights drifted into whatever 
places in the building they found most comfortable. This 
was easiest for Howl and Meg, who enjoyed the hard floor 
and stone near the fire, and by luck there were enough beds 
for the others. 


When morning came, the sky was a dull grey, but 
the city was well lit by sunlight radiating through the thin 
cloud blanket. A surprising number of the Knights were 
already awake when Lori's messenger arrived, a youth who 
Cata thought looked suitably impressed to meet a band of 
powerful adventurers- even if he did think they were 
delegates from Shaman Village. 


"Their Excellencies the Elders of Attephes request 
the presence of Your Excellencies the Delegates from 
Shaman Village at the Council Hall in one hour's time," he 
said, and although the boy's eyes kept leaping from the 
sword that Cata insisted on leaving strapped to her belt to 
Padriac's menacing Lemurianish features, or Howl (who 
needs no explanation) and back again, his voice was calm 
and sure. 


"Excellent," said Cata, who bowed -as she had read 
was proper for a knight, including women- and closed the 
door after thanking him for the information. "Right. No 
problem, is it?" 


"| thought you said / was mad," Padriac groaned. 
In theory, he had been awake for some time, having never 
got used to the lack of motion when sleeping on dry land, 
but until Cian found a way to make coffee strong enough for 
pirate captains, he refused to do anything but lie on the 
leather sofa (a luxury in the extreme) with one arm 
protecting his eyes from the light. 


"Yes, but you didn't know what you were getting 
into, and | do," Cata countered. 


"| don't like the idea of letting Jastyx and Dullahan 
get any further ahead," Cian stated, "but | left my decision 


up to you. And I've got to admit that this is a worthwhile 
cause." 


"Right," Spring agreed cheerfully. "So, as long as 
the world doesn't get covered in a new darkness that will 
destroy all life and give rise to an army of the undead or 
something, let's argue with some small-minded shamans. 
I'm sure there'll be time to rescue Weyard later. | certainly 
wouldn't say that you've got some sort of problem with your 
priorities!" 


"No wonder things seemed so peaceful. The Djinn 
were keeping quiet," Meg realised. 


"Want me to exercise some control over them?" 
asked Tinder. 


Elys turned to her Mars Djinni in surprise. "You can 
do that? What kind of power to do you have?" 


"Watch," said Tinder, and her blue eyes flickered, 
the only outward sign of a Psynergy call to the others. All 
the Djinn became visible, even Coal poked his head through 
a window, through which they could see Zak trying out the 
local grasses. Tinder cleared her throat, and not having one 
didn't seem to stall her in the least. "When they want your 
opinions they'll give them to you so get back inside and 
keep quiet unless you've got something useful to add!" 


"Oh. That power," said Elys. 


"| think we've tried that before," Padriac 
murmured. 


"You know, from some unknown region | got the 
idea that you were a peaceful sort of Djinni," Elys remarked. 
Tinder looked at her in surprise and slight confusion. 


"You want lighter?" 
"That would be a start." 


"Oh. Hey, guys, lay off a bit. They're doing the 
right thing as far as anyone can Say for sure," Tinder 
announced to the Djinn, as though her first tirade had been 
a test run. 


If they had known better what kind of person Lori 
was, the Knights might have been more wary of their current 
situation, but they didn't, so when she combined the act of 
knocking and throwing the door open into a single smooth 
motion, they simply stood frozen to the spot. 


"Excuse me, | heard shouting and wanted to make 
sure oh sweet Jupiter preserve me DJINN!" 


"You see any point in vanishing?" Geode asked. 
"Nope," Squall replied. 


“We could pretend to be hallucinations," Fever 
suggested. 


"Or stuffed animals," Zephyr added. 


"Dwarves don't have stuffed animals," Geode 
pointed out. 


"What do the kids take to bed?" asked Spring. 
"Ore samples," the Venus Djinni replied. 


"Yes, those are definitely Djinn," Lori said mildly, 
her eyebrows raised but eyes looking vague, in the tone of 
one who has seen this all before and is less than astonished 
with the process. She brightened and turned to Cata. "Still, 


this is wonderful. Only two council members even have 
Djinn -one of them rather wouldn't but it's better than 
giving up the extra status afforded- and this will raise our 
side even further in their eyes." 


"What kind of maniac would rather not have a 
Djinni?" asked Padriac, who had finally risen from the sofa, 
poured two cups of coffee for Cian and Lynn, and was now 
drinking the remainder of the kettle. 


"Arr, ye be makin' an excellent point. We'd best be 
sure we're getting' a fair trial, an' crazy elders make th' 
whole thing more of a gamble than any pirate'd be wantin'.” 


“Hail, we're not on trial," Lynn said. "It's just a 
debate to get rights for" -here she grinned at Meg- 
“shawomen on Hesperia." 


Hail frowned. "...They'll still be hangin’ us if we be 
losin’, right?" 


"No," said Lynn, Padriac, Elys, and Howl in unison. 


“The landlubberin' cowards! Where d'they think 
they get the-" 


“My apologies," said Padriac, shoving Hail inside a 
Riot Glove and stuffing it into his belt. "She's insane is all." 


“Sometimes | think everyone is," said Lori, and 
smiled in such as way as to make Cian stagger the next time 
he tried to take a step. "If | may lead our honoured 
delegates to the Council Hall?" 


The face of a great clock adorn most of the south- 
facing wall of the Council Hall, carved from more than a 
dozen different species of tree, and by its polished hands 


the Knights saw that it was only ten o' clock (not that Meg 
had any idea what that meant). Lori explained that the 
debates sometimes went on for days, but if possible the 
elders would want to deal with it before nightfall. 


"I don't think they're going to want you in there," 
Cata said quietly to Zak, taking cover by letting Cian ask 
Lori about the giant clock. "They don't know you can talk, 
either, so let's just leave it that way. Hang around fora 
while if you want to, but go back to the stable before dark." 


"Yes mother," Zak hissed, though he spoke by 
careful manipulation of Psynergy, and so didn't appear to do 
anything except crop the nearest tuft of grass. 


"And don't take that tone with me, you little colt," 
Cata added, patting his back. 


"One of my legs has as much mass as you," Zak 
muttered to himself as she moved on. "I wonder if they'd 
mind if | played some tricks on the local guards... Better not 
risk it with Jupiter Adepts, though..." 


The grin on Lori's face was smug enough to deflect 
arrows by the time she had led the remaining Knights 
through the massive corridor that might have been 
understated as a vestibule and into the wide, domed 
chamber where the elders waited. Rows upon rows of seats 
filled half the semicircle for several levels up, reminding 
most of the Knights uncomfortably of the coliseum in Tolbi 
(except for Elys, who had felt like she was in another 
dimension for much of the battle). 


"At least we don't have an audience," Meg 
murmured, and was less than pleased to hear her own voice 
echoing around the dome. The other half of the room, 
however, had a dais on the left and right side, with several 


chairs around a large table and a podium to speak on. 
Those podiums faced the far wall, where nine roughly-aged 
men sat in imposing chairs, clothed in severe and 
ceremonial robes, armed with glares to silence any but the 
boldest of speakers. 


“That's the council, of course," said Lori to Cata. 
“You can trust them- even if they don't agree with a 
position, the elders are under vows of faith to support the 
side that makes the better argument." 


“How do you know?" asked Cata, very quietly, and 
Lori's expression made it clear that she didn't believe she 
could possibly have properly heard the question (to the 
Hesperians, it was worse than insulting any of ancestors), so 
none of the Knights questioned the elders' honor again. 


"Venerable Shamans of Attephes!" Lori called out, 
acknowledging the village's council. "I have the honor of 
heralding the delegation from Shaman Village, who will be 
representing our people in the matter to be discussed in this 
place and on this day." 


"We don't have to talk like that, do we?" asked 
Elys. 


"Only to the elders," Lori replied, bowing low, and 
the Knights caught on quickly enough to follow her lead. 


"I am pleased to know that we are now fully 
prepared to dispense with the issue," said one of the nine, 
and waved his left hand in a vaguely irritable manner. A 
purple Whirlwind started up in the middle of the room, 
between the Knights and the elders, and rose vertically into 
the air until it reached a heavy bell at the apex of the dome. 
The elder's Whirlwind sent it into a frenzy, ringing six times 
in quick succession before freezing perfectly still again. 


Doors were thrown open around the room, and 
what must have been the entire village streamed into the 
chamber, filling the same seats that Meg had previously 
been so grateful to see empty. She was fortunately shocked 
into silence by the arrival of the council's thousand closest 
friends, and couldn't find the breath to curse all shamans. 


“Good turnout," remarked the youngest of the men 
seated on the left-hand dais, the ones who were going to be 
arguing against the Knights. The smirk on his face was 
enough to make Cata despise him instantly, but she held 
back, in the knowledge that he would soon probably be 
providing even better reasons. "I Suppose the only reason 
that you would have agreed to this sort of issue is that 
you're the kind of person who believes there's glory in 
failing spectacularly?" 


Every Knight (even Dagna, who was hard to see in 
the crowd) and Lori glared at him, but Jorl -as Lori told them 
this particular fool was called- just amplified the 
obviousness of his smirk and turned back to the pages of 
notes they had brought. 


"Respected council," asked Cian with a half-bow, 
“are there particular places our Djinn should be taking 
during the debate?" 


The entire room fell silent, except for the elders, 
who began leaning over to each other and trading frantically 
murmured comments. "They've got what?" "More than one, 
unless he doesn't know the right plural form." "Is there even 
policy for this?" "By Jupiter, Shaman Village must be 
serious." 


“Around the sides, I think," Cian ordered them 
calmly, and the Knights' nine Djinn took physical shape ina 


squarish circle around their Adepts. The crowd gasped loud 
enough to deafen passers-by. 


"Ye Spirits," Jorl blurted, but then his face and 
resolve hardened. "This is the best you've got for us? 
Showing off a collection of elementals is supposed to bolster 
your argument?" 


“To tell the truth," said the most senior councillor, 
"so many Djinn does suggest that the Spirits themselves 
might side with..." 


"Audacious ones," said Cata, hoping that she 
wouldn't be hung for cutting him off, "we will win this 
debate by merit of words, not the power or significance of 
our allies." 


"Significance!" Jorl exclaimed, waving frantically at 
the Djinn. "Do we recognise the dominion of Mars on 
Hesperia? Mercury? Venus?" 


"| take offence at that," Geode mumbled. 


"Venus is as significant a part of Alchemy as 
Jupiter, even if it is not our way to worship it as we do the 
winds," said a councillor mildly, and with a start the Knights 
saw that he had a Venus Djinni sitting on his shoulder. 


Jorl opened his mouth to speak again. “Excuse 
me," said the senior elder, smiling without malice, "but if | 
may be so audacious, may | suggest that you even your 
numbers before we officially begin the bloodbath- | mean... 
debate?" 


"Yes, get on with it," said one of the older men 
seated near Jorl, who seemed to be busy with a page of 
notes. "We're ready any time." 


The Knights collectively paused, then spun to face 
inwards. The crowd began to murmur among themselves 
about the bizarre group that had arrived from Shaman 
Village, brimming with Djinn and seemingly unaware of a 
single protocol. 


Elys was glaring at the others as they did their 
best to point out how much better everyone else would be in 
arguments, and while she could see the point with Dagna 
and Howl, it was aggravating with the others. "Oh, enough 
already. They want three? Here, me," she said, grabbed 
Lynn, "you," nodded at Meg, "and you." The other Knights 
reluctantly took seats at the lowest level, separated from the 
three advocates by an ancient wooden railing. 


"Me?" Lynn hissed as she allowed herself to be 
dragged toward the podium. "Why me?" 


"You're persuasive," Elys replied. 
"| am?" 
"Aren't you?” 


“Just don't call them ‘audacious’ again," Meg 
suggested. 


“That was Cata!" Lynn and Elys protested. 


"Whatever. I'm not doing any arguing here, I'm 
just going to stand here and look imposing, maybe try to 
break their concentration. The actual arguing is left to you, 
got it?" 


"Got it," said Lynn. "I'll take the moral views, you 
try to break up any of their legal arguments." 


"Just as long as you know I'm not doing the 
arguing thing," said Meg again. 


“How can | do that if | don't know the laws?" Lynn 
demanded of Elys. 


"Say whatever sounds good and hope no one looks 
them up?" 


"I'm supposed to be really good with this sort of 
thing," she reminded the Mercury Adept fiercely, having had 
the sense to keep in mind that they Knights were 
supposedly delegates from the capital. 


"Great," said Elys, and Lynn knew instantly that 
she had been misinterpreted. 


The senior elder, who was now sporting a Jupiter 
Djinni on the arm of his chair, cleared his throat, and the 
girls looked up, slightly startled. Meg sighed and unbuckled 
her sword belt with one hand (the other was busy shielding 
her eyes so that she didn't have to watch the proceedings in 
all their agonising glory). He looked from Jorl's side and 
back again, eyebrows raised expectantly and said "Let it 
begin." 


"Venerable ones, the allowance of females to enter 
shamanhood is absolutely unthinkable," Jorl began instantly, 
like a leaping spider. "The issue-" 


"Unthinkable?" Meg repeated. "Welcome to the 
world, Jorl, people are thinking it. And if you think that your 
own position is endangered by women becoming shamans 
then by Mars you're right if the best opening you can come 
up with is to say that no one's thought about it, because 
anyone with a working head will realise that your 
establishment has always been upheld by women, even if 


they weren't wearing the robes. | assume all of those 
gathered here today, with the exception of that thing over 
there called Jorl, had mothers? Wives? Can anyone say that 
even their friends have no influence on the kind of person 
they are? Forget even that a world of men would end with 
the first generation and ask yourself just how often your 
choices are altered at all by the other half of the 
population?" 


When Meg was done not-arguing, Lynn was fully 
ready to agree that Jorl probably didn't have a mother, as 
anything human would have the decency to be stunned 
beyond words for a least a few moments. Instead he 
weathered the storm and immediately fired back. 


"| didn't mention the world, | was referring to the 
cities of Hesperia, united under Jupiter's faith- a faith, | add, 
that contains within its precepts many references to men 
attaining the rank of shaman, and makes no mention of 
women within our holy order." 


"Maybe Jupiter assumed you'd be bright enough to 
make the connection on your own?" Meg suggested 
scathingly. 


“My point is that if women were meant to enter our 
ranks then the title granted would not be shaman," Jorl 
countered. To Elys' horror that silenced Meg, who had been 
asking the other Knights about precisely the same point less 
than an hour ago and still didn't have an answer. 


Elys leapt up and offered Meg her seat, saying "I'll 
handle this one," in what she hoped was a confident manner 
that didn't look at all like Elys was dragging a stunned 
huntress out of the argument before she could take another 
hit. 


"You have an answer to my question?" Jorl asked, 
smirking again. Meg instinctively reached for her swords, 
but they and their belt were currently in Cian's hands, 
fifteen feet away. 


"| do," said Elys, and praised Mercury that she 
thought of one at that second. "I think the reason the title is 
‘shaman' is that you're all men." This failed to get any 
reaction at all, but that was better than being immediately 
thrown in her face. 


"l'm not sure | see your point," Jorl said. 


“It's simple. If there were women in the order, then 
maybe you would have a different title for them. But you 
don't, so you don't," Elys said, shrugging. 


Jorl and his comrades were looking at each other 
dubiously, and Elys saw one of them mouth the words 'Did 
she actually make a point, or just look like she did?’ 


"The point is entirely moot, then," the oldest man 
on Jorl's side stated loudly. "The remaining fact is that 
women are infirm for the purposes of shamanic rites." 


"What, do we lack the ability to bluster properly?" 
Meg snapped, having sunk into one of the chairs, offended. 
"Or is it the clear thinking that you're talking about?" She 
tilted her head back to see Lori over her shoulder. "I always 
knew that would get us into trouble. We need to be more 
muddled." 


"Shamans are frequently tested under terrible 
circumstances. We are the line between destruction of our 
continent and protection from the most fearsome storms and 
monsters. Shamans are the difference between salvation 
and doom for us all-" 


"And for some reason you'd rather have us at your 
back than your side?" Meg remarked. "I admit I'm excellent 
at protecting someone while they're busy with other 
matters, but I'd be best placed at the front of any struggle." 


"That is not my choice or concern," Jorl replied. 
“You cannot challenge the nature of shamanhood, and part 
of that nature is-" 


“Excuse me," said Lynn, raising her hand with a 
crackling purple spark on one fingertip, guaranteed to 
attract attention. "Are we going to get around to Jupiter 
being female soon? It's just that you keep coming back to 
shamanhood being fundamental, and it seems that Jupiter 
herself is even more fundame-" 


"What?" snapped both the older shamans on the 
opposing side, while Jorl muttered some long stream of 
unheard words, scowling at Lynn the whole time. 


"It's true," Lynn said mildly, without gloating but 
clearly enjoying the effect her words had. "You know, 
Jupiter? The spirit of wind and lightning, the matron of 
possibility?" 


"Matron?" one sputtered, still beyond most words, 
but the other (who had been letting Jorl speak so far, but 
was now shouldering in front of the younger shaman) was 
more articulate. 


“Are you trying to tell me that the great Jupiter, 
commander of the winds-" 


"| don't like to keep cutting you off, but | think you 
should also keep in mind that Jupiter doesn't command the 
winds," Lynn pointed out. 


"Blasphemy!" he roared, recoiling from her, and 
Lynn's face instantly transformed into an unimpressed, 
irritated, and slightly curious scowl. 


"Jupiter /s the wind, you narrow-minded, 
cantankerous..." The Attekan girl took a deep breath and 
continued with less anger but equal intensity. "Jupiter is the 
wind rushing across the plains and hanging in the deepest 
jungles, the flash and thunder rolling across the sky and the 
subtle dance inside our heads that creates thought, the 
living lightning that raises us and all thinking beings above 
the mindless beasts called monsters. Jupiter commands 
nothing. She /s, and she does." Lyn turned and raised her 
eyes to sweep across every person in the dark, domed 
chamber. "As should we all." 


"Show me proof," the shaman demanded. 


"Prove me wrong," Lynn countered. "I am a Jupiter 
Adept, and not a weak one. Jupiter lives in my every 
thought, every breath, and for myself | need no more proof 
than what I know." 


The shaman, thought he still stood firm and 
unwavering, could say nothing, and worked his mouth 
silently for a short time before turning and calling on Jorl, 
who was leafing through the many pages heaped on their 
table. 


"I'm looking, but there's nothing old enough for 
precedent," Jorl said apologetically. "Every reference to 
Jupiter as male has either been translated through so many 
dialects that it could be talking about sticky rice recipes, for 
all we know. The articles defining shamanhood are still very 
definite, but we can't actually prove her wrong with 
documents." 


"We're still sure Attephes is on the border between 
Atteka and Hesperia, aren't we? And that Psynergy exists?" 
the shaman went on, gushing sarcasm. 


"Enough!" proclaimed the leading councillor. "If 
there are no more major arguments to be brought forth, | 
believe the remaining details either side may have prepared 
are either already known to the elders of this hall..." and 
here he frowned at both sides briefly "...or irrelevant to the 
situation. Thus, excepting protests, we will adjourn to 
deliberate the resolution of this issue." 


The elders stood (prompting the same from the 
rest of the room) and began to file into a room in the back of 
the hall, moving solemnly and silently while their two Djinn 
commented on the debate. 


“Took them to the cleaners, didn't they?" 
“Don't be a fool, Waft, it's nothing like definite." 


“Crystal, | realise that as Bane's sister you're less 
sane than some Djinn-" 


"I'm not his sister any more than you're his 
nephew, and you're missing the point, this is protoco/ we're 
discussing, not some silly little rule invented last week." 


"Why did you think I said it was definite? That 
argument's going to break protocol?" 


“It sounded like you were favouring the 
delegates." 


"I sound like | say a lot of things." 


“Waft, you were just covering your feathery tail!" 


"And doing it with style." 


As though hypnotized by the bizarre dialogue 
following the elders out of the room, the Knights watched in 
a daze until the councillors were gone. Jorl took no notice, 
shuffling all the notes he had made on the official writings 
into a single pile. After a moment's contemplation, he gave 
a laughing shrug and hurled them all over his shoulder into 
the remaker's bin to be shredded and turned into new 
parchment, then approached the Knights. 


“Good work," the shaman said, extending his hand 
to Lynn, Meg, and Elys in turn. “It was good of you not to 
challenge me to single combat to prove your worth." 


"You wouldn't have liked being filleted, would 
you?" asked Meg acidly. 


"No, | wouldn't," Jorl agreed. "It also would have 
shown narrow-mindedness on your part, as though physical 
prowess mattered. Still, you could have brought up Jupiter 
him- or herself a bit sooner. You left me far too much free 
time to talk about the original doctrines." 


"What?" Elys demanded flatly. 


"Well, you left it long enough that there's some 
chance now the patro-shamanic side could win," Jorl 
explained. "That'd be depressing after all this time; as you 
know appeals aren't allowed-" 


"No," said Lori, coming up behind him. "They 
don't. They're not from Shaman Village." 


Elys whirled around to see if anyone had heard, 
but the villagers watching from above were all too busy 


discussing the debate or other local gossip to take notice. 
"Lori..." 


“Just don't mention it to anyone," she added, and 
Jorl nodded solemnly. Then, to all the Knights' surprise, they 
both smiled and shared a firm hug that went slightly beyond 
friendly. "Now," Lori went on, looking Jorl in the face with a 
mixture of severity and playfulness, "thorough work and all, 
there, but if you're not careful I'm going to get the idea that 
you believed even a word of what you said." 


“Not a chance," Jorl insisted, raising his hands in a 
pose of innocence. "But when the elders call..." 


"I know," Lori said, giving him a playful half-punch, 
“you've got to hearken to the call of duty. Do you fetch, 
too?" 


"Wait," said Lynn, holding up a quieting finger to 
both Lori and Jorl. 


“Wait wait wait wait wait," Elys agreed. 


"You mean to say that you didn't actually believe 
any of what you said?" Meg demanded. 


The shaman shrugged, embarrassed. "I was 
commanded to do it. Lori and | weren't quite ready to go 
revolutionary on the elders yet." 


“You're mad," said Cata, who was leaning over the 
railing and listening in. 


"I want to know how you know where we didn't 
come from," said Elys, frowning at Lori. 


“They can't be back already!" exclaimed a villager, 
calling attention to the door the elders had left through, 
which had just swung open again. 


“Apparently they can," said Lori in a concerned 
tone, and she let go of Jorl. 


“Jupiter be with us," Lynn murmured, taking her 
seat to wait for the proclamation. 


